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1. ‘There is no sixth commandment in art’ (Heine) – Introduction 
 
 
 
Every man is a borrower and a mimic, 
life is theatrical, and literature a quotation. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson1 
 
 
 
In 1837, Heinrich Heine wrote, “es gibt in der Kunst kein sechstes Gebot, der 
Dichter darf überall zugreifen, wo er Material zu seinen Werken findet”2 (Heine, 
“Sechster Brief”). This is a provocative hypothesis which may fuel the discussions 
about intellectual property and plagiarism in literature and art of our times. Of 
course when it comes to the use of texts from or on the internet, especially in an 
academic context, any unrecorded use of sources is unforgivable, but in modern 
literature and art, not only in the view of the flourishing hypotheses of the 
reproducibility of art in postmodern times, but since the early days of Modernism 
already, Heine’s principle has been accepted to such an extent that it can virtually be 
said to have become an important stylistic device. As an example consider Jean 
Rhys’s novel Wide Sargasso Sea. It was composed as a prequel to Charlotte Brontë’s 
Jane Eyre and seeks to enlighten the reader on the life and fate of Mr Rochester’s 
wife, thus shedding a totally different light on Brontë’s original story. Another 
example is Ulrich Plenzdorf’s The New Sufferings of Young W., whose main character 
Edgar sees parallels to his own life in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s The Sorrows of 
                                                 
1 Emerson 709. 
2 It is questionable whether Heine really meant the Sixth Commandment here, which is “Thou shalt not kill” 
(The Holy Bible, Exodus 20:13; cf. Deuteronomy 5:17), or whether he rather meant the Eighth Commandment 
“Thou shalt not steal” (Exodus 20: 15; Deuteronomy 5: 19; some Lutheran churches count the commandments 
differently: here, “Thou shalt not steal” is the Seventh Commandment). Reulecke, offers the following 
explanation for Heine’s ‘mistake’: “Wird doch darin [in the alleged mistake] zum Ausdruck gebracht [...], daß 
das Plagiat in der europäischen Kulturgeschichte ein Skandalon darstellt, weil es eben nicht bloß als Diebstahl, 
sondern als Mord an den Vorgängern, an den Vorfahren, an den Alten imaginiert wird” (Reulecke 267). 
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Young Werther and uses passages from Goethe’s 1774 text as a means to express the 
emotions he has to deal with in his 1972 situation.  
However, the artistry of the works just mentioned will only be fully recognised 
and appreciated by a reader who is familiar with the original works. As we will see, 
this is one of the most important aspects when it comes to the understanding of 
intertextual references, and it is one which is also inevitable for the reading, 
understanding and appreciation of Dylan Thomas’s poetry. Many of Thomas’s 
poems seem to be straightforward and their meaning quite easy to grasp. Yet other 
poems are not at all easily comprehensible, at least not on first reading, and puzzle 
many readers and critics alike. The sonnets of the cycle “Altarwise by owl-light” 
(Collected Poems,3 58ff.) have an enigmatic quality to them which originates from 
Thomas’s frequent references to other texts. One of the major and most obvious 
sources of these intertextual references is the Bible. However, we also find 
quotations and images from varied works of English and American literature, from 
legends, Greek myths and American films. A vast majority of the images Thomas 
takes from foreign texts are not implemented in ‘pure’ form in his sonnets, but in 
‘processed’ form: their contexts are changed to give them a new meaning or add a 
further level of possible interpretation, or they are parodied or used paradoxically. 
As we shall see, the justification of the existence or non-existence of God or a 
Divine Being and the position of institutionalised religion or a different creed are 
two subjects which Thomas had to encounter from early childhood onward. These 
problems pervade his work in word and image. They are nourished by the 
experiences of his early childhood which manifest themselves in the contrast 
between the devout belief of his mother Florence on the one hand and the atheism of 
his father David John (D.J.) on the other. Thomas’s poetry often seems to portray the 
struggle between these two attitudes. With the help of literature he had read, 
Thomas attempted to find the solution to an intellectual problem which bothered 
                                                 
3 Hereafter abbreviated as CP. 
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him almost all his life and which he had never been able to solve. He changed and 
adopted what he found in foreign literature and art and used it to suit his own 
purpose and opinion. However, Thomas did not seem quite sure what his opinion 
actually was, and this accounts for the enigmatic quality of many of his poems. 
With Modernism, a period starts in art, literature and music which is 
characterised by the upcoming of most different directions. This period more than 
any other refuses clear boundaries and definitions. Modern English poetry is 
certainly no exception. It is marked by a plurality of forms and styles. New stylistic 
devices such as the stream of consciousness technique find their way into literature, 
which is characterised by the pursuit of freedom and experiment. Yet at the same 
time, one might trace a rather opposite tendency: a turn to the past, to what has 
already been. Part of modern English literature is in fact not experimental at all but 
rather “traditional in form and subject matter” (Oxford Companion to English 
Literature4, 683). In his poetry, Dylan Thomas successfully unites both of these 
aspects of Modern poetry. For his cycle “Altarwise by owl-light”, he chooses the 
traditional form of a sonnet, highly restricted and regulated, but he also employs the 
modern principle of intertextuality, turning to other authors and artists for advice, 
quoting them, alluding to their work and parodying them deliberately to compose a 
disquisition on religion. It helps him in the attempt to deal with theodicy and his 
doubts concerning the justification of God’s being and the position of 
institutionalised religion. 
The starting point for this thesis will be the state of the art in research on Dylan 
Thomas (Chapter 2), which will further illustrate the topic of this thesis as well as its 
problems and difficulties. The main part of this thesis, then, will be divided into 
three major sections. The first section will be concerned with Thomas’s biography 
(Chapter 3). Its subdivisions are designed to illuminate three aspects of Thomas’s life 
which might prove helpful when approaching the problem of intertextuality in 
                                                 
4 Hereafter abbreviated as OCEL. 
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Thomas’s sonnets: his Welsh upbringing, the religious views of those who 
influenced him while he grew up, and the literature Thomas read during his 
childhood and early adulthood. The main sources here will be biographical works 
(especially those written by contemporaries) as well as Thomas’s own comments on 
these topics, taken from his letters. The biographical section will be followed by a 
chapter on intertextuality (Chapter 4). It will deal with the definition of 
intertextuality, the forms it can take and the consequences it bears for writers and 
readers. Finally, the third part will be concerned with the analysis of Thomas’s 
sonnet cycle “Altarwise by owl-light” (Chapter 5). After each sonnet’s close reading 
and interpretation, I will investigate its relation to its pre-texts, how these pre-texts 
are used, and what consequences these intertextual references have on the overall 
religious and anti-religious views presented in the sonnets. 
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2. Bard or Bastard? – Research on Dylan Thomas 
 
 
 
Much has been said and written about Dylan Thomas. The fascinating tension 
and puzzling imagery in Thomas’s poetry, the portrayal of small town life in Under 
Milk Wood, and the innocence of his prose works has attracted many readers and 
probably even more critics. There is a variety of topics which these aforementioned 
critics put in the centre of their work, but it is mainly two aspects of the 
phenomenon Dylan Thomas that interest them most: Thomas’s extravagant life and 
his poetry. In this chapter, I would like to give an overview of the most important 
publications on Thomas and discuss how they fit in with the topic of this thesis. 
There are three bibliographies worth mentioning, namely Georg Gaston’s 
Dylan Thomas: A Reference Guide (1987), Ralph Maud’s Dylan Thomas in Print: A 
Bibliographical History (1970), and J. Alexander Rolph’s Dylan Thomas. A Bibliography 
(1956).5 Gaston gives a good introduction to the critical literature on Thomas 
published between 1934 and 1985. The reference guide presents the publications in 
chronological order and lists both monographs and magazine articles. The appendix 
gives cross references and facilitates the selection of literature on certain topics, may 
they be biographical details or critical literature on individual texts by Thomas. The 
reference guide provides a good starting point for research. The problem is, 
however, that much of the literature listed in the reference guide is no longer 
available. 
The most interesting works and the most relevant ones in the context of this 
thesis are biographies which try to illuminate Thomas’s thinking and influences and 
                                                 
5 Unfortunately, Maud’s and Rolph’s bibliographies are no longer in print. 
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his surroundings and which often consider his poetry in this context. With a life as 
extravagant as Dylan Thomas’s, it is no surprise that there are a vast number of 
biographies available. Noteworthy are the publications by Daniel Jones (My Friend 
Dylan Thomas, 1977), Gwen Watkins (Portrait of a Friend, 1983), and Caitlin Thomas 
(Double Drink Story. My Life with Dylan Thomas, 1961), as all three offer a very 
personal and rather ‘intimate’ insight of the author and his or her life with the poet. 
Hilly Janes explores Thomas’s life through the eyes of her father, the artist Alfred 
Janes who painted Thomas three times (Janes 2014). Other biographies such as John 
Malcolm Brinnin’s (Dylan Thomas in America, 1965) and Rob Gittins’ (The Last Days of 
Dylan Thomas, 1986) are less personal and deal with Thomas’s time in the United 
States of America, where he went for several reading tours, and the last months of 
his life. On the occasion of her grandfather’s centenary, Hannah Ellis edited an 
anthology on Dylan Thomas’s life, which features essays by contemporaries, critics, 
and family members (Dylan Thomas: A Centenary Celebration, 2014).6 
Thomas’s love life has attracted quite some attention. In his book Leben, Liebe, 
Leidenschaft (1993), James Tytell investigates the relationships of several writers’ 
couples. One chapter of the book is devoted to Caitlin and Dylan Thomas whose 
“marriage was famously tempestuous, and sometimes violent” (Love Letters 317). 
However, it is has been noted many times that they “clung to each other like ship-
wrecked orphans through the years of poverty, excess and success” (LL 31f.). This 
marriage was considered such ‘good stuff’ that film writer Sharman Macdonald and 
director John Maybury only recently processed it – rather loosely, I should say – in 
their film “The Edge of Love” (2008). This film, starring Matthew Rhys as Dylan and 
Sienna Miller as Caitlin, portrays the rivalry between Thomas’s wife and his 
childhood sweetheart Vera Phillips in the midst of the Second World War.8 
                                                 
6 The centenary also inspired the publication of a new biography by William Christie (Dylan Thomas: A Literary 
Life, 2014). 
7 Hereafter referred to as LL. 
8 The film made £ 180,837 at box offices in UK on the opening weekend and just $ 3,944 in the USA (Internet 
Movie Database 16 February 2014  <http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0819714/business>). 
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A more general overview of Thomas’s life can be gained from three major 
biographies, namely by Constantine FitzGibbon9 (The Life of Dylan Thomas, 1965), 
Paul Ferris (Dylan Thomas, 1977) and Andrew Lycett (Dylan Thomas. A New Life, 
2003).10 These biographies provide the initial evidence of a second important field of 
interest: the religious content of Thomas’s poetical work, which plays a major part in 
this thesis. Ferris takes up the task of explaining Thomas’s family background and 
his early experiences with the Chapel, an aspect which will be discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 3.3. For his biography and the question whether Thomas was a 
religious man or not, Ferris refers to Gwen Watkins, Vernon Watkins’s widow, who 
“regards Dylan Thomas as the most important person in her husband’s life” (Ferris 
128) and helps to illuminate this part of Thomas’s life. Some critics devote 
themselves to investigating Thomas’s Welsh background. Moynihan arrives at the 
simple conclusion that Thomas “was not a nationalist, he did not know Welsh, he 
did not consciously try to adopt Welsh forms” (Moynihan, The Craft and Art of Dylan 
Thomas 1311) and should thus not be considered ‘Welsh’ in a classical sense. For 
others, this conclusion is less convincing. John Ackerman deals with Thomas and 
Wales both in his essay “The Welsh Background” (1966) and in his book Welsh Dylan. 
Dylan Thomas’s Life, Writing, and his Wales (1979). Further interesting studies focusing 
on this topic are Derek Perkin’s Dylan Thomas and his World (1995) and J.A. Davies’s 
Dylan Thomas’s Places. A Biographical and Literary Guide (1987).12 I will come to 
Thomas’s relationship to Wales in more detail in Chapter 3.1. Most critical literature 
focuses on Dylan Thomas’s poetry (e.g. Ralph Maud’s Where Have the Old Words Got 
Me? Explications of Dylan Thomas’s Collected Poems, 2003) ‘Niche products’ in critical 
literature on Thomas are his prose writings (Pratt 1970, Mayer 1996), and his play for 
voices, Under Milk Wood (Dugdale 1964; Cleverdon 1969). An introduction to 
                                                 
9 In critical literature, we find two different spellings of this name, “Fitzgibbon” and “FitzGibbon.” Relying on 
his publisher Dent, I decided to use the latter spelling throughout this study. 
10 This biography features a lot of photographs which help to get a better idea of Thomas and those who 
surrounded him. 
11 Hereafter referred to as Craft and Art. 
12 James A. Davies is Vice President of “The Dylan Thomas Society of Great Britain”. 
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Thomas’s critical history is given by J.A. Davies in his A Reference Companion to Dylan 
Thomas (1998). Davies here considers Thomas’s works in the context of Wales, 
England, and North America.  
Even though the question of Thomas’s religiousness is often discussed among 
critics, a comprehensive work on this topic has not yet been published. One can 
merely find single chapters and comments on this topic in research; however, most 
of the comments prove to be rather vague. The debate about Thomas as a religious 
poet is a very complex one, and a comprehensive analysis seems hardly possible. 
The debate can best be illustrated with the help of the following publications: John 
Ackerman (Dylan Thomas. His Life and Work13, 1964), Robert M. Adams (“Crashaw 
and Dylan Thomas: Devotional Athletes”, 1966), William Greenway (“The Gospel 
according to Dylan Thomas”, 1990), R. B. Kershner (Dylan Thomas. The Poet and his 
Critics14, 1976), Ralph Maud (“Last Poems”, 1966), W.S. Merwin (“The Religious 
Poet”, 1960), William T. Moynihan (“Dylan and the Biblical Rhythm”, 1989), Thomas 
Saunders (“Religious Elements in the Poetry of Dylan Thomas”, 1966), and John 
Goodby (The Poetry of Dylan Thomas: Under the Spelling Wall, 2013). According to 
Kershner, the discussion about Thomas as a religious poet emerged in the 1960s 
(Kershner, Dylan Thomas 66), and it has not been finished yet (Padberg 28). 
Ackerman (Life and Work) describes the influence of Nonconformity on Thomas’s 
thinking and illustrates the impact of 17th century poetry on his works. Kershner 
devotes a whole chapter to the discussion of Thomas as a religious poet. He believes 
that the main problem arises in the attempt to define ‘religious’: “two critics may 
agree that Thomas is indeed a religious poet, but may mean divergent or even 
contradictory things by that statement” (Kershner, Dylan Thomas 66). Though 
Kershner acknowledges the problem of classifying Thomas as a religious poet, he 
does not attempt to solve it. He merely points out that there are several possibilities 
to answer the question and that the evidence one might find need not necessarily be 
                                                 
13 Hereafter referred to as Life and Work. 
14 Hereafter referred to as Dylan Thomas. 
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reliable. Ralph Maud also approaches this problem. His starting point is the 
definition of Thomas’s God. This is given in negative terms: God “is not a religious 
entity at all in the normal sense of a presiding Being whose presence controls or at 
least justifies our existence” (Maud, “Last Poems” 80). To this definition Maud adds 
that “Thomas’s God does nothing to alleviate the absurdity of the position of 
rational man in an irrational universe” (Maud, “Last Poems” 80). Stuart Holroyd 
also tries to identify Thomas’s God. He agrees with Maud that the definition of 
Thomas’s God can more easily be approached by explaining what Thomas’s God is 
not, namely religious, let alone Christian. He also distances himself from the 
necessity to label Thomas ‘pantheistic’ as “the pantheist normally sees God in all 
things, [but] Thomas saw sex in all things” (cited after Kershner, Dylan Thomas 75). 
The “vexing problem” (Moynihan, Craft and Art IX) of Thomas’s religiosity is 
approached by Moynihan already in the preface of his book The Craft and Art of 
Dylan Thomas. According to Moynihan, we have to free ourselves from the 
traditional, Christian, and monotheistic notions of ‘religious’. He says that if “we 
don’t mind including a bit of polytheism and a good deal of magic under the idea of 
‘religious poet’, Thomas would certainly be one of the most religious poets of the 
modern period” (Moynihan, Craft and Art X). 
These assessments will be taken up later in more detail. Here, they only serve 
to show how difficult the problem we are approaching is as there is general 
disagreement even on defining basic terms such as ‘religious’. Moreover, though 
most critics agree that there is some kind of religious content in Thomas’s work, 
nobody has yet come up with a concise analysis and interpretation. Apart from few 
exceptions such as George Morgan the topic of literary influences has been nearly 
neglected, yet I think it is inevitable for understanding poems such as the “Altarwise 
by owl-light” cycle. The identification of the religious content of the sonnet cycle 
proves tricky as Thomas makes use of a multitude of sources whose assessment is 
not always obvious, an aspect which will be taken up in Chapter 5.2. Kleinman (The 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
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Religious Sonnets of Dylan Thomas, 1979) treats Thomas’s sonnets in detail and comes 
up with a variety of (possible) sources for Thomas’s metaphors. However, he 
neglects to analyse the intertextual references of the quoted pre-texts in more detail 
and to work out their influence on the sonnet cycle as a whole. In this thesis, I aim to 
pick up the implications of Kleinman and other critics and to analyse the correlation 
between the sonnets and their quoted pre-texts in detail. What is to be analysed is 
not only what Thomas took from where, but also how he handles the borrowed 
materials: What does Thomas’s use of other texts tell us about his evaluation of these 
texts and what conclusions can be drawn from this concerning Thomas’s own 
religious or non-religious attitude?  
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3. Wales, Chapel, and Literature – Influences on Dylan Thomas 
 
 
 
Dylan Marlais15 Thomas was born in Swansea on 27th October 1914. When he 
was eleven years old, he entered Swansea Grammar School, the school at which his 
father was a teacher. In his early teens, Dylan Thomas decided that he wanted to be a 
poet (Ackerman, A Dylan Thomas Companion. Life, Poetry and Prose 16 9). He became 
the editor of the school magazine and began writing poetry and prose for it. After he 
left school in 1931 without having passed any exams (Ferris in Collected Letters17 6), 
Thomas started working for the South Wales Daily Post. According to Ackerman, he 
“proved an indifferent reporter, and spent much of his time strolling about Swansea, 
gossiping and chatting with friends in pubs and cafés” (Ackerman, Companion 10f.). 
He stopped working for the South Wales Daily Post in December 1932. 
In 1934, Thomas won the Book Prize of the ‘Poet’s Corner’18, sponsored by the 
Sunday Referee, for his first collection of poetry which was published in December 
that same year. In 1936, Thomas met Caitlin Macnamara who he married a mere 
fifteen months later. The couple moved to Laugharne, Carmarthenshire. The Second 
World War was spent partly in Wales and partly in London, where Thomas worked 
as a writer of film scripts as well as a broadcaster. He toured the United States of 
America in 1950, 1952 and twice in 1953, and died on his last tour in St Vincent’s 
Hospital, New York City on 9th November 1953, leaving behind his wife, two sons 
and a daughter.  
                                                 
15 D.J. Thomas named his second-born child “Marlais” after his uncle, Gwilym Marles, who was known in 
Wales as a “radical preacher and bard” (Lycett 10), and “Dylan” after a minor character of a Welsh mythical 
drama entitled The Mabinogion (Lycett 16). 
16 Hereafter referred to as Companion. 
17 Hereafter referred to as CL. 
18 There seems to be disagreement on the correct spelling of this sponsorship. Ferris writes “Poets’ Corner” 
(Ferris 94), while Thomas himself refers to it in his letters as “Poet’s Corner” (CL 21). I decided to adopt 
Thomas’s spelling here. 
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However, Thomas’s life in fact was not as ‘ordinary’ as the short overview 
above might suggest. In a famous self-characterisation, Thomas said in 1947, “One: I 
am a Welshman; two: I am a drunkard; three: I am a lover of the human race, 
especially of women” (cited after Ackerman, Companion 4). It is Dylan Thomas’s 
reputation of being a drunken Welsh chasing after women which most people 
remember him for and associate him with. As Tony Curtis once said, “Thomas 
attracts attention because he’s supposed to be a drunk and a womaniser” 
(Ferlinghetti 78). To this very day, Thomas’s abuse of alcohol is seen as his major 
characteristic. In an episode of the TV show “Gilmore Girls”, for instance, two of the 
main characters enter a grocery store with empty alcohol shelves, a fact which 
prompts one of the characters to the comment, “Nothing! No wine, no beer, no 
cooking sherry! It’s like Dylan Thomas just blew through town”19 (Gilmore Girls, 
Season 6, Episode 1). 
The biographical literature available supports this threefold vision of Thomas: 
he was born to Welsh parents and, having spent his childhood in Wales, the culture 
and the lifestyle of the rural Welsh area seem to have influenced him to a great 
extent. It is commonly known that Thomas spent more money than he earned and 
that a major part of this money was used to pay for his drinks, a habit which 
eventually lead to his early death (Lycett 434). Moreover, Thomas must have been 
very popular with women as his letters are evidence of the many relationships he 
maintained with a diversity of women, relationships which were often, but by far 
not exclusively, of intellectual nature. Lycett, for example, tells not only of numerous 
affairs but also of several women who liked Thomas better than the other way round 
and who, although Thomas did not reciprocate their feelings, were nevertheless 
willing to pay for his living expenses (Lycett 270f.). 
  
                                                 
19 The TV show itself is an excellent example of intertextual references as most of the dialogue is interwoven 
with allusions to music, film, literature, politics and current affairs. 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 17 – 
Yet there is more to Thomas than women and drink. Thomas began writing as 
early as the age of eight (Ackerman, Companion 9; cf. Lycett 18), and a great part of 
his mature work consists of the reworking of the poetic outbursts of his youth, 
controlled by strict discipline (cf. Moynihan, Craft and Art 8);20 his worksheets show 
him as a passionate craftsman.21 Thomas’s unconventional lifestyle seems to 
contradict the ‘religious’ outcome of his work and the strict discipline which marks 
the route to it. As has already been mentioned in the introduction, Thomas often 
found himself torn between two ends of a scale, for example between being Welsh 
and being English or between atheism and belief, a state which was described by 
Thomas himself as follows, “I hold a beast, an angel, and a madman in me, and my 
enquiry is as to their working, and my problem is their subjugation and victory, 
downthrow and upheaval, and my effort is their self-expression” (cited after 
Ackerman, Life and Work 1). This self-description possibly best illustrates the conflict 
in Thomas’s personality which we are to encounter in this dissertation. Devout belief 
and dogmatism on the one hand, scepticism and atheism on the other, and the 
constant, maddening struggle under the pressure of having to decide for one or the 
other, for beast or angel – these are the central points around which Dylan Thomas’s 
poetical works and especially the sonnets of “Altarwise by owl-light” revolve. The 
following chapters will continue the discussion about Thomas’s biography and 
highlight three aspects especially which prove most influential on his poetry, first 
and foremost those poems which are to be discussed later in this thesis: Wales, 
literature and religion. 
  
                                                 
20 In this context, the publication of Thomas’s notebooks has been of major importance to some critics, see for 
example Padberg 1994. 
21 Thomas’s worksheets consist of long lists of words which are linked by rhyme, assonance or other stylistic 
devices or even of several versions of one poem. Some of these worksheets have survived and clearly illustrate 
Thomas’s obsession with words; see for example Ackerman, Life and Work 150ff.; Ferris 240f. 
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3.1 Dylan Thomas and Wales 
 
 
 
Wales my country, Wales my cow. 
Dylan Thomas22 
 
 
 
Dylan Thomas came from a family which was firmly rooted in the rural, Welsh-
speaking part of South Wales, in the counties of Carmathenshire and Cardiganshire; 
his parents both came from working-class families (Ferris, Introduction to CL IX). His 
parents were the “taciturn local Grammar School master D.J. or Jack Thomas and his 
lively wife Florrie” (Lycett 5) or Florence Thomas, née Williams. Thomas’s father 
David John (D.J.) taught at Swansea Grammar School, where Thomas himself was 
also educated.23 
A problem which Thomas had to encounter from an early stage of his 
childhood was his Welsh background. Both of his parents had been brought up 
speaking Welsh, but D.J. Thomas had not developed an attitude of national pride. As 
a young man he had unsuccessfully aspired to become a poet, and FitzGibbon 
assumes that he wrote his poems in English, his preferred language, though there is 
no evidence for this (cf. FitzGibbon 11). As he and his family lived far beyond their 
income – a character trait which Dylan Thomas inherited from his father – D.J. was 
forced to earn some extra money and thus took up teaching Welsh in adult 
education classes (cf. Ferris 34). Having been born in 1876, D.J. Thomas belonged to 
the “pre-nationalist generation that accepted English as the dominant culture, and 
his ambitions looked east to England” (Ferris in CL 4). This might have been the 
                                                 
22 CL 30. 
23 This is a fact which was often the cause of trouble. A detailed account of the problem of Thomas and his 
father being at the same school can be found in Lycett (32ff.). 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 19 – 
reason why he refrained from teaching his son the language of their ancestors: he 
might have “thought, in his Welsh mind, it would detract from his making a 
gentleman out of him [Dylan]” (C. Thomas 100). D.J. and Florence Thomas were 
convinced – as were so many parents who sent their children to Swansea Grammar 
School – that the English language was “the language of economic advancement” 
(Lycett 8) and that their children would benefit immensely from learning it. Caitlin 
Thomas explains that her husband “always complained about his father’s false 
pretensions, but he was too lazy to learn Welsh later himself, though it would have 
helped his prestige as a Welshman” (C. Thomas 100). But Dylan Thomas’s parents 
did more than just refuse to teach their children Welsh: they went so far as to send 
both Dylan and his sister Nancy to speech training. They “made sure that Nancy 
learnt to speak ‘properly’, and Dylan followed her once a week to the small academy 
in Brynymor Crescent run by Miss Gwen James [...] [who] set about polishing [the] 
rougher edges” of Thomas’s voice (Lycett 26). Miss Gwen James must have done so 
quite successfully, as Daniel Jones reports that Thomas “like his father, had no 
discernible Welsh accent; or, if he had one, it was scarcely discernible” (D. Jones 72). 
And indeed, the audio recordings which have preserved Thomas’s voice show that 
his English was almost entirely free of a Welsh accent (Lycett 26).24 Geoffrey Moore 
observes that Thomas was not interested in the Welsh language at all, that he 
“almost in fact deliberately turned away from it for to him it stood for Welsh 
Nationalism, and, as he once expressed it, F--- Welsh Nationalism” (cited after 
Ackerman, Companion 12). 
As can be seen from the situation as described above, the dispute about the 
languages spoken in the household can justly be called difficult, and Dylan Thomas 
was very aware of this problem. Without the ability to speak the Welsh language, 
Thomas missed an important link to his home country. In many letters and 
                                                 
24 However, Thomas kept a ‘singing’ quality to his tone and voice which in quite common the accent of Welsh 
people. In his readings, this ‘singing’ seems to add a new dimension to the poetry. Several examples of this can 
be found in recordings; for a first impression, listen to Thomas’s reading of “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good 
Night” (Poets.org 16 February 2014 <http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/15377>). 
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interviews, Thomas commented on his situation of being neither ‘properly’ English 
nor ‘properly’ Welsh. As usual, he often chose a rather humorous way to express 
this: 
Regarded in England as a Welshman (and a waterer of England’s milk), 
and in Wales as an Englishman, I am too unnational to be here at all. I 
should be living [...] in Hereford or Shropshire, one foot in Wales and my 
vowels in England (speech to Scottish writers, cited after Ackerman, 
Companion 21). 
Yet it seems as if he was hoping he would at some point become ‘accepted’ in Welsh 
society. In a letter addressed to Margaret Taylor in 1949, Thomas writes that he 
hopes to someday receive something from the University of Wales, “though I am not 
popular with the authorities, being non-Welsh speaking, non-rationalist, non-
degreed, non-chapel going, & not to be trusted” (CL 735). 
Thomas frequently complained about Wales in his letters to Pamela Hansford 
Johnson.25 He refers to Swansea as “a dingy hell” (CL 63), and writes in one letter: 
It is impossible for me to tell you how much I want to get out of it all, out 
of the narrowness and dirtiness, out of the eternal ugliness of the Welsh 
people, and all that belongs to them, out of the pettinesses of a mother I 
don’t care for and the giggling batch of relatives (CL 30). 
Thomas’s dislike for Wales also found its way into his work. In his film adaptation of 
Charlotte Amstrong’s Three Weird Sisters, one of the characters gives a little speech 
which contains a passage that is often said to express Thomas’s view on Wales: 
“Land of my Fathers! As far as I’m concerned, my fathers can keep it” (cited after 
Lycett 298). Yet, as Ferris observes, Wales’ deep impact on Thomas was also his 
inspiration. Wales “was the place that consistently provoked him to write, and his 
rude remarks about it were irrelevant to what he felt at a different level” (Ferris 21). 
The conflicting attitudes towards his home country are also reflected in 
                                                 
25 Pamela Hansford Johnson was an aspiring author who had written to Thomas after having read one of his 
poems published in the Sunday Referee in 1933. They became friends and wrote long letters to each other in 
which they discussed poetry. After they met in person in February 1934, their friendship developed into a love 
affair (cf. Ferris in CL 20). 
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Thomas’s assessment of Welsh influences on his poetry. In the draft of a letter to 
Hamish Miles, dated probably April 1934, Thomas writes that the poem “I dreamed 
my genesis” (CP, 25f.) is “more or less based on Welsh rhythms” (CL, 117).26 This 
stands in contrast to later statements, as for example expressed in a letter to Henry 
Treece, dated June 1st, 1938: 
I wonder whether you’ve considered writing anything – perhaps only a 
few paragraphs – about the Welsh-ness of my poetry: – this is often being 
mentioned in reviews and criticisms, and I’ve never understood it. I mean 
I’ve never understood this racial talk, ‘his Irish talent’, ‘undoubtedly 
Scotch inspiration’, apart from Whiskey (CL, 301).27 
Stephen Spender wrote about Thomas’s poetry that it was “not so much influenced 
by, as soaked in, childhood experiences of the Bible, and doubtless, also, Welsh 
bardic poetry” (cited after CL 855). When Thomas replied to this ‘accusation’, he 
wrote, “Oh, & I forgot. I’m not influenced by Welsh bardic poetry. I can’t read 
Welsh” (CL 855). The fact that Thomas never learned to speak the Welsh language 
often raises the question whether he can be considered a Welsh poet at all (Kleinman 
4). Some critics agree that there is a certain Welsh ‘touch’ to Thomas’s poetry, but 
that this might be explained by the influence of Gerard Manley Hopkins who 
“imported some features of Welsh prosody in his verse”; however, Dylan Thomas 
strongly denied this (Ferris 118). 
In conclusion, we can say that there are a number of very diverse opinions on 
this matter. Moynihan, for instance, summarises his opinion as follows: Thomas 
“was not a nationalist, he did not know Welsh, he did not consciously try to adopt 
Welsh forms” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 13). Ferris, then, thinks that Wales was 
simply “a place and frame of mind” for Thomas and that “he settled into [this frame] 
because it was convenient” (Ferris 162). However, FitzGibbon stresses that Thomas 
was proud of being Welsh and that “it was always to Wales that he returned, 
                                                 
26 Ferris gives several examples of Thomas’s use of Welsh techniques in his poetry (cf. Ferris 118). He says that 
“there is the narrower sense in which Thomas’s poems may have been technically influenced by Welsh language 
verse. Many critics have dismissed the matter” (Ferris 118). 
27 Judging by this passage, Thomas’s would not have been happy about this chapter of the thesis either. 
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grumbling it is true but with the instinct of a homing pigeon” (FitzGibbon 11). Not 
being able to subscribe to one or the other nationality, Thomas probably missed an 
important point of identification, and I doubt that it was easy for him to be ‘un-
national’. We will see later that there is a very similar situation when it comes to 
religion in Thomas’s childhood. I think that all that can be said about Thomas’s 
Welshness is that nothing definitive can be said, or, as Ferris puts it, “Thomas seems 
to be, if not Welsh, at least non-English” (Ferris 118). 
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3.2 Dylan Thomas and Literature 
 
 
 
I wanted to write poetry in the beginning because 
I had fallen in love with words. 
Dylan Thomas28 
 
 
 
While Thomas’s mother raised him in devout belief, his father’s education had 
a totally different direction: literature. According to contemporaries it is questionable 
whether Florence Thomas ever read anything apart from the Bible (FitzGibbon 17). 
Her husband D.J., on the other hand, was very literate. He had set his mind on 
passing on his love for literature to his son Dylan. Lycett gives a detailed account of 
how, at the age of four, Thomas climbed into his parents’ bed where his father read 
Shakespeare to him. When Florence Thomas uttered concerns about this because she 
thought her son was too young for this kind of literature, D.J. Thomas answered that 
he simply hoped that something would stick in his son’s mind (cf. Lycett 23f.).29 
But that which united father and son was also that which separated them. In a 
letter to Pamela Hansford Johnson, Thomas writes about the books present in the 
Thomas’s household, which could be divided into two categories, namely his 
father’s books and his own. D.J. Thomas’s collection, which comprised an entire 
room (CL 76), contained “all the accepted stuff” (CL 76), such as the works of 
Chaucer and Henry James; his father’s collection of books apparently consisted of 
“nearly everything that a respectable highbrow library should contain” (CL 76). His 
own books, 
                                                 
28 Cited after FitzGibbon 232. 
29 According to his mother, Thomas later “taught himself to read from second-rate comics” (Lycett 23). 
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on the other hand, are nearly all poetry, and mostly modern at that. I have 
the collected poems of Manley Hopkins, Stephen Crane, Yeats, de la Mare, 
Osbert Sitwell, Wilfred Owen, W. H. Auden, & T. S. Eliot; volumes of 
poetry by Aldous Huxley, Sacheverell & Edith Sitwell, Edna St. Vincent 
Millay, D. H. Lawrence, Humbert Wolfe, Sassoon, and Harold Monro; 
most of the ghastly Best Poems of the Year; two of the Georgian 
Anthologies, one of the Imagist Anthologies, ‘Whips & Scorpions’ (modern 
satiric verse), the London Mercury Anthology, the Nineties Anthology 
(what Dowsonery!); a volume of Cambridge Poetry & Oxford 
Undergraduate Poetry; most of Lawrence, most of Joyce, with the 
exception of Ulysses, all Gilbert Murray’s Greek translations, some Shaw, a 
little Virginia Woolf, & E. M. Forster (CL 76f.). 
Father and son may have shared their interest in literature, just as D.J. Thomas had 
hoped for; however, their taste in literature was quite diverse. In an article published 
in the Texas Quarterly in 1961 which he had written ten years earlier and in which he 
expresses his attitude towards poetry, Dylan Thomas admits, “My first, and greatest, 
liberty was that of being able to read everything and anything I cared to” (cited after 
FitzGibbon 325). The love for books was a major aspect to Thomas’s life, which can 
be demonstrated by the following example. In a letter Thomas sent to Vernon 
Watkins from Blashford Ringwood Hants in October 1937, he lists everything he had 
read during his stay so far: “two dozen thrillers, the whole of Jane Austen, a new 
Wodehouse, some old Powys, a book of Turgenev, 3 lines by Gertrude Stein, & an 
anthology of Pure Poetry by George Moore” (CL 261). Jokingly he adds that there 
were “only about 2,000 books left in the house” (CL 261).  
Thomas read whatever he could get his hands on. The question we now need 
to ask is: how did what he read influence what he wrote? Could he free himself from 
the literature consumed and develop totally independent thoughts and ideas in his 
own poetry? Do we not rather have to assume that the acquired knowledge from 
read texts finds its way into the creation of new poetry that it has to due to conscious 
as well as unconscious influence? 
Of some influences Thomas was very aware, and he acknowledges them in 
letters and in his prose works. He admits his early poetry was mainly influenced, 
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“quite simply and truthfully, [by] all the writers [he] was reading at the time” (cited 
after FitzGibbon 325). So we need to assess what exactly he read during those early 
formative years. According to his wife Caitlin, Thomas  
read the interminable works of Dickens, for whom he had an exaggerated 
passion; Thackeray, I can’t think why; Blake, whom he worshipped; and 
the poems of Lawrence, Hardy, Donne and many more I can only half 
remember (C. Thomas 27).  
FitzGibbon reports that Daniel Jones introduced his friend Dylan Thomas to the 
Imagists30, to English Metaphysical poetry and to “the idea of Rimbaud” (FitzGibbon 
72). In October 1933, while staying at a cottage in Llangain, Thomas was reading an 
anthology of poetry which covered the period from Johnson to Dryden and prose 
writings by Donne. His book shelf there also contained “a Bible, From Jest to 
Earnest, a History of Welsh Castles” (CL 29).31 In a letter to Pamela Hansford 
Johnson, he expressed his dislike for Wordsworth. “Why quote that decay?” he 
complained. “Shelley I can stand, but old Father William was a human nannygoat 
with a pantheistic obsession” (CL 26). 
In his article published in the Texas Quarterly, Thomas dedicates an entire 
paragraph to the influences of his youth. He admits that his own poetry of these 
years consists of “endless imitations”, 
though I never thought them to be imitations but, rather, wonderfully 
original things, like eggs laid by tigers. They were imitations of anything I 
happened to be reading at the time: Sir Thomas Browne, de Quincey, 
Henry Newbolt, the Ballads, Blake, Baroness Orczy, Marlowe, Chums, the 
Imagists, the Bible, Poe, Keats, Lawrence, Anon., and Shakespeare 
(FitzGibbon 325). 
Thomas has always been influenced by the works he was reading at the time and he 
                                                 
30 To the first anthology of the literary movement commonly referred to as ‘Imagism’, eleven poets contributed: 
Ezra Pound, Hilda Doolittle, John Gould Fletcher, Amy Lowell, Richard Aldington, F.S. Flint, Skipwith 
Cannell, W.C. Williams, Joyce, F.M. Hueffer, Allen Upward, John Cournos, and D.H. Lawrence (OCEL 515). 
Imagist poetry had its heyday from 1910 to 1917 and had “derived in part from the aesthetic philosophy of T.E. 
Hulme” (OCEL 515). The poetry of this movement tends to be short, its lines display a “musical cadence rather 
than metrical regularity”, images are treated “with a hard, clear precision rather than with overt symbolic intent” 
(OCEL 515). 
31 From Jest to Earnest is a novel by Edward Payson Roe which was published in 1875. 
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describes in his article how he still learns from everything he reads. The close 
connection between reading and writing becomes clear in a letter to Pamela 
Hansford Johnson, written probably in January 1934. In this letter, Thomas describes 
his morning activities, starting from first getting up when he does not seem to be 
‘himself’ just yet, to the point where he has “complete possession of the Thomas 
body” (CL 84). Afterwards, he explains, his routine is to go downstairs, sit by the 
fire, smoke and read whatever is available. He writes that he starts writing usually in 
the late afternoon, either something new or a re-write of some already existing text 
(cf. CL 84); it can be assumed that his reading from the morning was at this point still 
fresh in his memory. In how far it is possible for a writer to free himself from what 
he has just read cannot be ascertained, but we can assume that complete 
emancipation from the texts consumed is not really probable. 
One author is often mentioned when it comes to Thomas’s poetic influence: 
William Blake. Moynihan explains that “Blake’s influence looms large in Thomas’s 
attempt to find fresh symbols for the old forms of Chapel and country” (Moynihan, 
Craft and Art 33). Blake’s style has been described as combining “long, flowing lines 
and violent energy […] with phrases of terse and aphoristic clarity and moments of 
great lyrical tenderness” (OCEL 108). In his poems, which he himself illuminated, 
Blake developed his own mythology. It is interesting to note that in his work, the 
poet and mythologist Blake expressed contrary opinions on the subject ‘God’. The 
‘God’ that appears in the Songs of Experience is “a mysterious Being, though he may 
be known indirectly through the operation of his laws” (Gillham 92), while in the 
complementary work Songs of Innocence, God is known “more intimately, though it 
[Innocence] does not pretend to know all about him and has no wish to know him 
fully” (Gillham 92). From these short remarks we can already assume that Blake 
probably had the same problem grasping the concept of ‘God’ as Dylan Thomas had; 
maybe this is what made the former so attractive to the latter. When Thomas read 
poetry by writers like William Blake, it changed the perspective from which he 
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assessed what he had been taught by preachers of the Chapel. Moynihan observes 
that the 
influence of the Bible would continue to grow on Thomas throughout the 
whole of his imaginative life. What had been heard from God-intoxicated 
men [...] would take on new meaning for him after he read the Romantic 
visionaries (especially Blake) and saw in his own physical processes 
parallels with the great events of scripture (Moynihan, Craft and Art 20). 
Thomas connects the old, namely religion, with the new. This is an approach to 
religion which is clearly shaped not only by Blake’s example, but also by John 
Donne’s. Thomas acknowledged these influences and, as Ackerman observes, 
he emerges as a religious poet, not simply in his preoccupation with sin 
and death but in his metaphysical concern with the fundamental processes 
in man and nature, ancient identities he celebrates in a language dense 
with images but always physically exciting (Ackerman, Companion 71). 
The above mentioned connection between the old and the new can be found 
especially in the “Altarwise by owl-light” sonnets, in which, for example, the angel 
Gabriel is presented as a cowboy; a classic example of how Thomas takes an instance 
from the Bible and draws it in Modern time’s imagery. Moynihan points out that 
Blake may be by far not Thomas’s only source of influence, but it is “Blake’s name 
alone and Blake’s words that one finds in the crucial formative years” (Moynihan, 
Craft and Art 33). Thomas certainly admitted his admiration for Blake, but sees 
himself much inferior to him, as a letter to Pamela Hansford Johnson from 1933 
shows in which he modestly remarks: “I am in the path of Blake, but so far behind 
him that only the wings on heels are in sight” (CL 25). 
If we consider the authors Dylan Thomas claims to have read and add the 
statements of his wife Caitlin, we will obtain the following list of writers (in 
alphabetical order): 
W.H. Auden, Jane Austen, William Blake, Sir Thomas Browne, Stephen 
Crane, Charles Dickens, John Donne, Thomas Stearns Eliot, Edward 
Morgan Forster, Thomas Hardy, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Aldous 
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Huxley, James Joyce, John Keats, David. Herbert Lawrence, Walter de la 
Mare, Christopher Marlowe, Edna St Vincent Millay, Harold Monro, 
George Moore, Henry Newbolt, Baroness Emma Orczy, Wilfred Owen, 
Thomas de Quincey, Edgar Allen Poe, John Cowper Powys, Edward 
Payson Roe, Siegfried Sassoon, George Bernhard Shaw, Edith Sitwell, 
Osbert Sitwell, Sir Sacheverell Sitwell, William Shakespeare, Gertrude 
Stein, William Thackeray, Ivan Turgenev, Sir Pelham Grenville 
Wodehouse, Humbert Wolfe, Virginia Woolf, and William Butler Yeats. 
Most of the authors on this list wrote primarily poetry. A high percentage of writers 
were British and/or were active in the years of Modernism; exceptions to the latter 
criterion are Austen, Blake, Browne, Dickens, Donne, Hopkins, Keats, Marlowe, de 
Quincey, and Shakespeare.32 With respect to their religious belief or upbringing, we 
can distinguish between the following groups: 
 Roman Catholicism: Donne, Hopkins (who converted from the Anglican 
Church), Joyce, Moore, Sassoon (converted), Edith Sitwell 
 Anglicanism: Auden (had an Anglo-Catholic mother whose death was 
presumably the cause for the “increasing Christian tone” of his poetry, 
OCEL 50), Austen, Eliot (converted), Owen, Shakespeare (who “had 
Catholic sympathies”, OCEL 920) 
 Other Christians denominations: Blake, Crane, Wolfe (converted from 
Judaism) 
 Judaism: Stein 
This overview will be helpful when analysing the aforementioned authors’ traces in 
Thomas’s sonnet cycle. 
  
                                                 
32 We can also observe that there are many Oxford alumni among the authors Thomas read (Hopkins, Wolfe, 
Auden, Eliot, Huxley, Sitwell, Donne, Browne, de Quincey, and Newbolt); there are almost seven times as many 
male writers as female ones, four Members of the Order of Merit (Hardy, Eliot, de la Mare, and Forster) as well 
as several LGBT writers (Sitwell, Auden, Millay, Sassoon, Woolf, Forster, and Stein). 
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It has become clear in how far the love for literature of his father was inherited 
by the son and what consequences this had for Thomas’s poetry. His interest in 
literature may have mirrored his father’s passion, but it concentrated on a very 
different kind of literature. Thomas acknowledged the direct influence of his reading 
on his writing, and we have seen in this chapter which authors these readings 
include. Later, in the analysis of “Altarwise by owl-light”, these poets will 
materialise again and their influence on Thomas’s art will be illustrated further. 
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3.3 Dylan Thomas and the Church 
 
 
 
Every morning I make, 
God in bed, good and bad. 
Dylan Thomas33 
 
 
 
Gwyn Jones once said, “[t]hat Dylan Thomas was a preacher in verse is one of 
the most obvious things about him” (cited after Ackerman, Life and Work 115), but I 
disagree. As already pointed out before, I think that the contrast of belief and 
disbelief is not only reflected in his poetry but that it caused him constantly to argue 
with himself whether to turn into one or the other direction and that his poetry is the 
testimony of this struggle. It is undeniable that the Bible and religious terminology 
form a major source for the imagery in Thomas’s poetry. However, it is questionable 
whether this imagery is expressive of belief, or rather of rebellion against it, as 
Ackerman observes: 
Dylan Thomas had rebelled against the restrictive and puritanical aspects 
of Welsh Nonconformity; and as ‘a young dog’ about Swansea he had 
relished the forbidden pleasures of smoking and drinking as well, no 
doubt, as those of sex (Ackerman, Companion 20). 
It seems that Thomas himself was not sure whether he believed in (a) God or not, 
and I will argue that we can see from his poetry that Thomas was not a Christian but 
rather an agnostic who was looking for something to hold on to in life but who was 
at the same time in doubt whether this ‘something’ really existed. As will be shown, 
Thomas’s questions were answered by the Chapel during his childhood years, but as 
he grew up, these answers probably became more and more dissatisfying. This 
                                                 
33 “When I woke”, CP 111. 
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conflict is mirrored in Thomas’s poetry. I will show that the poetry of Dylan 
Thomas, first and foremost the sonnets of “Altarwise by owl-light”, is an expression 
of doubt rather than belief and that we should place it somewhere between Non-
conformism and blasphemy rather than assigning it to either one of these categories. 
As Ackerman observes Thomas’s “family and cultural background was 
pedagogic, and religious in the Nonconformist style, strongly stressing the 
individual conscience and the primacy of each man’s knowledge of his bible” 
(Ackerman, Companion 7). His family’s religious background was rooted in Puritan 
Non-conformism, a denomination “which shies at the physical, abhors ceremonial 
and only dimly apprehends the tremendous sacramental implications of the 
Incarnation of God the eternal Spirit”34 (A. T. Davies 35). In the Oxford Dictionary of 
the Christian Church, ‘Non-conformism’ (or, ‘Nonconformity’) is defined as follows: 
Refusal to conform to the doctrines, polity, or discipline of any Established 
Church. The term was originally used in the 17th cent. of those who, while 
at first agreeing with the doctrines of the C[hurch] of E[ngland] 
nevertheless refused to conform to its discipline and practice, esp. in 
matters of ceremony. [...] The word is now applied generally to all 
dissenters, esp. those of Protestant sympathies. Among the groups to 
whom the term is commonly applied are the Presbyterians (in England), 
the Congregationalists [...], the Methodists, Quakers, and Baptists (ODCC 
1159). 
In its most widespread use, the term ‘Nonconformism’ denotes people who refuse to 
accept and perform the rites of the Church of England. Believers who belong to the 
Puritan party, for example, reject symbols such as the cross (ODCC 1351). 
Congregational preachers like Thomas’s uncle David Rees were for the most part 
strictly Calvinistic in their doctrine. Non-conformism in Wales was characterised by 
a “deep-set belief in ‘personal salvation’” (Ackerman, Life and Work 42). One of its 
main concerns was the personal relationship between man, as an individual, and 
                                                 
34 “The Christian doctrine of the Incarnation affirms that the eternal Son of God took human flesh from His 
human mother and that the historical Christ is at once fully God and fully man. It is opposed to all theories of a 
mere theophany or transitory appearance of God in human form, frequently met with in other religions” (Oxford 
Dictionary of the Christian Church, hereafter referred to as ODCC, 825). 
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God (Ackerman, Life and Work 42), which “created a climate of intense and 
introspective religious fervour” (Ackerman, Life and Work 10). Non-conformism 
encourages the believer to read the Bible. Dylan Thomas declared that he had known 
the “great stories of Noah, Jonah, Lot, Moses, Jacob, David, Solomon and a thousand 
more [...] from very early youth” (Early Prose Writings35 157). He had read about Job 
and Ecclesiastes and “the story of the New Testament was part of [his] life” (EPW 
158). Ferris remarks that Thomas acknowledged the Bible as one of the main 
influences which “first made [him] love language and want to work in it and for it” 
(cited after Ferris 43). However, this use of Biblical language must not necessarily 
mean that Thomas wanted to express a religious view. He said, 
All of the Bible that I use in my work is remembered from childhood, and 
is the common property of all who were brought up in English-speaking 
communities. Nowhere, indeed, in all my writing, do I use any knowledge 
which is not commonplace to any literate person (cited after FitzGibbon 
326). 
In his interview with Tony Curtis, Lawrence Ferlinghetti remarks that some people 
may claim that Thomas was a religious poet, but he does not see this at all and 
thinks that Thomas was in fact a pagan poet. Curtis replies that in Thomas’s 
readings of his own poetry, one can hear the preacher and that the Bible is evidently 
present in his writing. To this, Ferlinghetti retorts that this is “just because he grew 
up with those images in his head from being around church services and Welsh 
preachers” (Ferlinghetti 76). He further explains that Thomas is “not saying, ‘And 
death shall have no dominion because Christ the Lord is going to save me.’ You 
never hear that from Dylan Thomas” (Ferlinghetti 77)36, and I agree: nowhere in 
Thomas’s poetry do we find a hope for salvation, which is essential to Christian 
                                                 
35 Hereafter referred to as EPW. 
36 “And death shall have no dominion” (CP 56) has been labelled Thomas’s “modern psalm against dying” 
(Sinclair 98). The title is an almost exact quote from the Bible: “Knowing that Christ being raised from the dead 
dieth no more; death hath no more dominion over him” (Romans 6:9). While Maud sees in the poem Thomas’s 
“very powerful sense of defiance of death” (Maud, Where have the Old Words Got Me?, hereafter referred to as 
Words, 38), Fraser find in it “large but empty rhetorical gestures” and thinks it is “a poem in which the poet 
faced with the harsh fact of death is not properly confronting it but ‘cheering himself up’” (Fraser 188). I think 
this interpretation is far too crude. 
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belief. The key to this lies in Thomas’s childhood. His mother is said to have been “a 
much simpler character and a far warmer one” than his father (FitzGibbon 15). 
Florence Thomas, like her husband, “was sprung from the very heart of the chapel-
going, farming Welsh society of the nineteenth century, but hers was a humbler 
intellectual background than that of her husband” (FitzGibbon 15). From those who 
knew her we learn that Florence Thomas was a devout believer (Moynihan, Craft and 
Art 19), and that she was “sweet, gentle and rather childish” (FitzGibbon 16). She 
introduced Nancy and Dylan to the Chapel. Dylan Thomas was attending Water 
Road Congregational Church before he was even five years of age (Ferris 43). The 
first school which young Dylan attended was Mars Hole’s School. This school was 
religiously based, and the school days started “with Bible reading, hymns and a 
prayer” (Lycett 24). The school was avowedly Anglican and was regularly visited by 
the vicar of Christ Church, Swansea (Lycett 24). 
Florence’s side of the family stood in a long clerical tradition (Moynihan, Craft 
and Art 18). Her sister Theodosia married David Rees, a preacher, who was minister 
at the Paraclete Congregational Church in Newton, Mumbles (FitzGibbon 16). From 
time to time, Dylan Thomas was sent to stay with his aunt and uncle, or Florence 
took her children to visit her sister and Reverend David Rees at weekends 
(FitzGibbon 28). During such visits, the family usually attended church events three 
times a day: morning services at eleven o’clock, followed by Sunday School at half 
past two and evening services at half past six (Moynihan, Craft and Art 18). It was at 
Paraclete Chapel that Dylan Thomas won “a certificate for Bible studies that he hung 
with no great enthusiasm on his wall in Cwmdonkin Drive” (Lycett 24; cf. 
Moynihan, Craft and Art 18) and that he was later afraid to take down. I think that 
FitzGibbon is right when he says that “it was almost certainly in Paraclete that 
[Thomas] learned his Bible lore” (FitzGibbon 16). 
Florence’s brother was married at Paraclete Chapel, and D.J. Thomas was 
witness to the wedding. However, there were conflicts when it came to Florence’s 
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family. Despite the fact that she was close to her family and the Chapel, she and her 
husband were not married in David Rees’s church. The reason for this was probably 
that Florence was supposedly pregnant by the time she married D.J.; another reason 
might have been that she not only related to but was even on good terms with 
several female relatives who had given birth to illegitimate children. This would 
certainly not have been approved of by Reverend David Rees (Lycett 15). Florence 
and D.J. Thomas were thus forced to get married in a church to which none of them 
had any relation. 
Nevertheless, Florence Thomas was blessed “with the happiness that is 
squarely based on the love of God and the self-evident truth that it is better to be 
good, and kind, than the reverse” (FitzGibbon 16). FitzGibbon remarks that it is 
doubtful whether Thomas’s mother ever read a book apart from the Bible 
(FitzGibbon 17). For Florence, Non-conformism played an important role in 
everyday life, as it did in most Welsh families (FitzGibbon 17). The importance of the 
Bible for Welsh families has been acknowledged by Dylan Thomas in his prose. 
Here, he reports that every home in Wales “has a parlour with its Bible – and the 
Bible opens automatically at the Book of Revelation” (Moynihan, “Dylan and the 
Biblical Rhythm”37 70). 
In contrast to his mother, Thomas’s father D. J. “was an awesome figure, 
sarcastic, quick-tempered, even choleric, particularly during his last years at the 
school when his health was broken and he was frequently in pain” (FitzGibbon 13f.). 
There must have been a considerable intellectual gap between D.J. and his wife. As 
mentioned earlier he owned a library containing ‘accepted’ literature, as Dylan 
Thomas put it, while Thomas’s mother never read (Lycett 22). A further contrast 
between his parents was their religious attitude. While Florence was strongly 
attached to the Chapel as outlined above, D.J. is said not to have been religious at all. 
He simply had “no time for religion” (Lycett 24). According to Ferris, he “was 
                                                 
37 Hereafter referred to as “Biblical Rhythm”. 
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agnostic, and the Thomases were not a chapel-going family” (Ferris 43). However, 
D.J. Thomas also “knew his Bible” (Ferris 43), possibly due to his passion for 
literature – the Bible not as a fundament of Christian belief, but as an instance of 
world literature. D.J. Thomas is described as an advanced thinker who rejected 
religion, enjoyed drink and appears to have had tolerant views on sexual matters. 
FitzGibbon reports that Thomas’s mother had to borrow money from friends early 
after she married D.J. Thomas because her husband spent all their money on drink 
(FitzGibbon 12) – another thing that D.J. and Dylan had in common.38 
D.J. Thomas had simply ‘decided’ that God did not exist (FitzGibbon 13), and 
introduced his son to atheism. However, being an atheist in a Non-conformist 
environment was anything but simple. Yet – or because of this – it was in this Non-
conformist environment that D.J. Thomas found “his distaste for the outward 
hypocrisies of organised religion” confirmed (Lycett 15). Later in his life, Dylan 
Thomas called his father’s atheism “militant” (cited after Adix 66). D.J. Thomas was 
strangely inconsequent in his rejection of the belief in God, though. This is best 
illustrated in the following account given by Dylan Thomas in an interview, in 
which he states his father’s atheism 
had nothing to do with whether there was a god or not, but was a violent 
and personal dislike for God. He [D.J. Thomas] would glare out of the 
window and growl: ‘It’s raining, blast him!’ or ‘The sun is shining – Lord, 
what foolishness!’ (cited after Adix 66). 
Thus, we can assume that there must have been a strong tension in the Thomas 
household concerning religion, given the two entirely opposite opinions of Thomas’s 
parents. 
However, D.J. and Florence Thomas decided on a compromise. D.J. did not 
object against his wife taking Dylan and his sister Nancy to church, and Florence, on 
                                                 
38 Though spending too much money on drinks was a character trait they shared, D.J. Thomas did not have any 
sympathy for his son’s drinking habits. “At one point, it seems, D.J. Thomas decided that Dylan, then a boy or 
very young man, was drinking too much. [...] D.J. gave his son a talking-to. [...] The respectable, respected, 
reserved schoolmaster told his son that when young he too had drunk too much; that this had come close to 
ruining his life; but that by will-power alone he had conquered his self-destructive vice” (FitzGibbon 11). 
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the other hand, promised not to force her children into her religious beliefs.  
FitzGibbon thinks that Thomas’s “totally unformulated love of God” (FitzGibbon 17) 
arose from this compromise. It was the Chapel-going, too, which provided a lot of 
Thomas’s imagery (FitzGibbon 17). It seems to me – as it does to many other Thomas 
scholars – that the tension between his mother’s belief and his father’s atheism is 
mirrored in Thomas’s poetry. His poetic work seems to illustrate how the poet was 
torn between the two elements Non-conformism and blasphemy. From the 
biographical facts outlined above we might even go so far as to suggest that it was 
his father’s tolerant views on sexuality which forced the sexual implications in 
Thomas’s imagery. Ackerman summarises that 
while Biblical language and rhythms influenced Thomas’s style, the 
Puritanism of his Welsh background colours the introspective, obsessive, 
sexual and religious currents of feeling, particularly in his early poetry 
(Ackerman, Companion 88). 
In his biography of Dylan Thomas, FitzGibbon focuses on a different aspect. He 
explains that Welsh Non-conformism is not unique. In fact, “Irish Catholicism is 
ethically far closer in spirit to Welsh, Scottish or the more extreme forms of English 
Nonconformity than it is to the religion of France or Italy” (FitzGibbon 7f.). If he is 
right, then this might be an explanation for the observation of Thomas’s supposed 
movement toward Catholicism as described above. Non-conformism provided “an 
acceptable code of moral values for the working and lower middle class as those 
classes became increasingly alienated from the Established Church” (FitzGibbon 8). 
FitzGibbon stresses that in the rural societies to which these descriptions apply, it is 
the preacher or priest who pronounces a final judgement, and his decision “can be 
very harsh” (FitzGibbon 8). He explains that “Puritanism has always been far more 
harsh when dealing with the weaknesses of the flesh, and particularly with sexual 
ones, than when castigating the sins of the spirit” (FitzGibbon 8). FitzGibbon 
concludes that one possible explanation for this is that Puritanism is practised 
mainly by people of “limited education, little leisure, and thus with few means of 
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self-expression” (FitzGibbon 8). Having grown up in such a society, we could 
suggest that the sexual imagery in Thomas’s poetry which is so strongly 
intermingled with religious implications and allusions is a processing of the 
traumatic experience of the Chapel’s moral codes. Ackerman points out that the 
“Nonconformist tradition had, since the eighteenth century, insisted that each man 
should himself read and interpret his Bible” (Ackerman, Life and Work 34). He 
observes that “the Welshmen sing hymns in the pub on Saturday night with all the 
fervour they brought to their childhood chapel-singing and eisteddfodau” 
(Ackerman, Life and Work 66). This attitude, he assumes, can lead to blasphemy, and 
in Dylan Thomas’s poetry we can see traces of it. Yet this attitude “always posit[s] a 
basic religious feeling” (Ackerman, Life and Work 66). Incidents such as singing 
hymns in a pub may indeed be judged blasphemous. However, I agree with 
Ackerman in so far as it does express a religious feeling deeply rooted in the 
population. It shows that the influence of the church cannot easily be left behind. 
Caitlin Thomas observed this in her husband, too. The Non-conformism experienced 
in his youth formed Thomas’s character to such an extent that even “though [he] 
imagined himself to be completely emancipated from his family background, there 
was a very strong puritanical streak in him, that his friends never suspected” (cited 
after Ackerman, Companion 88). Thomas may have tried to revolt against the 
religious influences of his youth, yet they were still an undeniable aspect of his 
character. In a letter to Trevor Hughes from February 1933, Thomas writes, “One 
day I may turn Catholic, but not yet” (CL, 12). A few years later writing to Desmond 
Hawkins (October 1939), Thomas explains, “I’m afraid I couldn’t with honesty plead 
as a Christian, although I think I am one” (CL, 421). Ackerman is convinced that it is 
the “Puritanism at the heart of the Welsh life” (Ackerman, Life and Work 40) which is 
to be held responsible for the conflict expressed in Thomas’s poetry. The attitudes 
which Thomas displays in his work “are sometimes Christian, sometimes anti-
Christian” (Ackerman, Life and Work 40), but, Ackerman reminds us, “even when the 
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feeling is anti-Christian in attitude it is religious in temper, for the strong, racial [sic!] 
Nonconformist spirit had given him a religious sense of profane existence” 
(Ackerman, Life and Work 40). 
From (auto-) biographical evidence we can conclude that Thomas attended 
Chapel on a regular basis during his childhood. We have been informed by the 
critics and his contemporaries that Thomas’s mother was a devout believer while his 
father was an atheist. Moreover we have seen that D.J. Thomas was not consequent 
in his atheism and knew the Bible well. But what consequences might this 
background have had for Thomas’s development as a believer and an artist? In a 
letter to Pamela Hansford Johnson, Thomas gives the following explanation for the 
existence of God: 
God is the country of spirit, and each of us is given a little holding of 
ground in that country; it is our duty to explore that holding, to gain 
certain impressions by such exploring, to stabilise as laws the most 
valuable of these impressions, and, as far as we can, to abide by them (CL, 
86). 
This attitude can be seen as rather religious. It stresses the importance of the link 
between God and man, and also between the creator and the creation. It also implies 
the significance of work in that relation, in that the link between God and man needs 
exploring and working on. Thomas’s biographer FitzGibbon recalls a conversation 
with Reverend Leon Atkin, a Non-conformist minister in Swansea, who informed 
the critic that “in his opinion Dylan was a religious man but not a Christian” 
(FitzGibbon 260). Ackerman suggests the “belief in God and Christ and the Fall was 
there and he [Thomas] could not escape from it, try though he might, at the 
beginning, to rid himself of this religious imagination” (Ackerman, Life and Work 66). 
It is also Ackerman who introduces the picture of Thomas as “lost Nonconformist” 
(Ackerman, Companion 95) who was 
wrestling with an inherited religion and Puritan ethos [which] has been 
vividly evoked by his fellow Anglo-Welsh writer Gwyn Jones in his 
comment that ‘bible-blest and chapel-haunted, wrestle hard as we can, we 
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stand confessed the last, lost nonconformists of an Age’ (Ackerman, 
Companion 95). 
Ferris and Lycett agree that it would have been impossible for Dylan Thomas to 
have been raised “in a Welsh household with Nonconformist ministers in the family 
without taking on board the rudiments of a chapel approach to life” (Lycett 24; cf. 
Ferris 43). Thus, Thomas’s Non-conformist background, Moynihan suggests, 
“manifests itself in the intransigent Deity that lurks in the background of his early 
poetry and in a Manichean attitude toward sex” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 29). Fraser 
points out that Thomas’s “knowledge of the bible, and his fundamentally religious – 
emotionally rather than intellectually religious – attitude to life were typically 
Welsh” (Fraser 184). Fraser sees in Thomas’s bohemianism a reaction against the 
Puritanism in which he grew up (Fraser 184). For me, this seems to take up a remark 
by Moynihan who says that “[p]aradoxically, Thomas depended for his new 
symbolic universe on a structure he rejected – the Chapel” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 
30). Both critics acknowledge Thomas’s rejection of the religious system under 
whose influence he was educated. At the same time both point out that he could not 
leave his Non-conformist background behind entirely, but rather used it in his 
poetry, partly to express his rejection. Moynihan explains that 
[a]lthough [Thomas] rejected the message [of Non-conformism], he did not 
reject the terms of that message. Nor did he believe in the definitions 
usually given the words, but he believed in the words. [...] The directing 
power of chromosomes was to Thomas a god; the madness that 
accompanied sterile attempts at writing he felt to be the devil (Moynihan, 
Craft and Art 30). 
This shows that the important aspect of Non-conformism which survived in Thomas 
was the power of the words. Having experienced their power in his childhood (and 
probably having been deeply impressed by it), Thomas takes these words up again 
in adulthood, hoping that they will give his poetry the power of the Welsh sermons. 
Thomas thus becomes a preacher in his poetry, which, paradoxically, expresses anti-
religious attitudes. 
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The problem, Kershner explains, is that Thomas’s poetry 
has been linked with Catholic and with Protestant systems of belief, with 
Gnosticism and Manichaeism, with a vaguely defined Christianity and 
with several varieties of pantheism. He has been called a pagan, a mystic, 
and a human agnostic; his God has been identified with Nature, Sex, Love, 
Process, the Life Force, and with Thomas himself (Kershner, Dylan Thomas 
66). 
When we analyse Thomas’s poetry we will find convincing arguments for all of the 
above outlined positions, if we want to. As Kershner remarks, there are a lot of 
poems by Thomas in which he uses a tone which resembles praise or invocation, yet 
“there is certainly no lack of evidence as to Thomas’s frequent blasphemousness, 
however seriously one chooses to take that evidence” (Kershner, Dylan Thomas 67). 
Moynihan explains that he finds the problem of Thomas’s religiosity vexing 
“because critics have tried to make Thomas into a Christian poet on one hand [sic!] 
and into a pagan poet on the other” (Moynihan, Craft and Art IXf.). Moynihan’s 
choice of the word ‘make’ is interesting: the critics have made Thomas into a Christian 
(or pagan) poet. This indicates a predetermined opinion of the critics. As pointed out 
above it is possible to interpret Thomas’s poetry in the way one wants to; his poetry 
is open to all religious and non-religious interpretations and does not contain in 
itself any decisive evidence as to its religious content. I think that Thomas can be 
called a ‘religious’ poet if one defines ‘religious’ as denominationally unaffiliated 
and allows all varieties of religion. Moreover, many of his poems are the result of 
Thomas’s untiring quest for a decisive answer to his questions on religion, which 
becomes clear especially in his sonnets. 
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4. Intertextuality 
 
 
 
Books always speak of other books 
and every story tells a story that has already been told. 
Umberto Eco39 
 
 
What other texts does this one resemble? 
Roger T. Bell40 
 
 
 
“Anyone who writes in the English language,” we learn from Margaret 
Laurence, “is in some way an inheritor of Shakespeare and Milton, of Fielding and 
Jane Austen, of Dickens and Thackeray” (Laurence 19). As writers of literature, we 
inevitably become part of a literary tradition. Every writer is also a reader and 
nurtures from what she/he has read. The processes of reading and writing are 
undeniably linked and “the reader quite naturally enters into a dialog with any text 
consumed” (Loeb 43). If what we read influences us as a person and a writer, then 
evidence for this influence is implemented in our thought and, more directly 
accessible, in our written work. The relationship between our ‘new’ writing and the 
‘old’ writing, which we refer to or which has influenced us, is called ‘intertextuality’. 
As we will see in the following chapter, intertextuality can be seen as the 
product of several intellectual trends of the 1960s to 1980s in Europe: Russian 
Formalism, Psychoanalysis, Marxism, Linguistics, and Deconstructivism, just to 
name a few (cf. Loeb 45). In New Criticism, the opinion prevailed that any given text 
should be interpreted and judged on the basis of the text alone, leaving out factors 
                                                 
39 Eco, Reflections on ‘The Name of the Rose’, 19. 
40 Bell 164. 
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such as “history, geography, biography, context or gender” (Loeb 44). However, this 
has definitely changed since the times of New Criticism. The interaction of one text 
with another enriches literature. It may be possible to read a text “without being able 
to identify all the other invoked texts, but the level of comprehension or appreciation 
will naturally be limited” (Loeb 47). The concept was brought forward by theorists 
who were for the most part French, namely Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Julia 
Kristeva, and Gérard Genette (Loeb 45).41 The term ‘intertextuality’ was coined by 
Julia Kristeva in the 1960s; however, the concept of intertextuality is much older.  
The following chapter will be concerned with the definition and prerequisites 
of intertextuality. What is intertextuality? How does it work? What is necessary for 
intertextuality to succeed? How can it fail? These will be leading questions in the 
analysis. I will examine how the notion of intertextuality has changed in the course 
of time and from critic to critic from a broad and open approach to a very specific 
notion of the concept. Chapter 4.3 will focus on the different forms intertextuality 
can take. It will be followed by the analysis and definition of possible intertextual 
markers. Finally, the last subchapter of this part of the thesis will address the 
functions of intertextuality. 
  
                                                 
41 Loeb acknowledges that Derrida is originally Algerian and Kristeva Bulgarian (Loeb 45); however, their most 
influential works were published in French. 
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4.1 The Definition of ‘Text’ 
 
 
 
Before we can approach a possible definition of ‘inter’-textuality and 
everything which it entails, it is necessary to define ‘textuality’ and ‘text’ in a first 
step. This is one of the major fields of interest in text linguistics. The central question 
is, ‘What makes a text a text?’ 
Most people’s concept of ‘text’ is “something written” (cf. Vater 14), and, if 
asked to name the characteristics of a text, many of them will reply that a text 
consists of sentences and has a certain length. Even though these definitions provide 
a good starting point, they remain rather vague. Most people will find it difficult to 
give a proper and precise definition of ‘text’, yet very few will find it hard to judge 
whether a presented succession of words or sentences can be classified as ‘text’ or 
not. This observation suggests that there have to be certain features which are 
compulsory for a ‘text’. 
If we take the common notions of ‘text’ as stated above and compare them to a 
linguist’s one, we will probably notice that the two differ significantly. For many 
researchers, such as Michael Alexander Kirwood Halliday and Ruqaiya Hasan, the 
notion of ‘text’ reaches beyond the borders of written discourse. A text does not have 
to be written, let alone printed. The linguists have also stressed that another feature 
often associated with a text, namely its length, is irrelevant in their definition. 
Halliday and Hasan promote a text concept that includes “any passage, spoken or 
written, of whatever length, that does form a unified whole” (Halliday/Hasan 1). But 
what makes a ‘passage’ a ‘unified whole’? 
Many linguists propose that a succession of words forms a ‘unified whole’ 
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when it achieves its designated function. They agree that a text in its entirety has to 
serve as a means of communication between a sender, i.e. the text producer, and a 
receiver, i.e. the text user (Plett, Textwissenschaft und Textanalyse42 79). In written 
discourse, we speak of the ‘writer’ as ‘text producer’ and of the ‘reader’ as ‘text 
receiver’; in spoken discourse these are the ‘speaker’ and the ‘listener’. It follows 
from here that the communication between text producer and text receiver can, but 
does not necessarily have to be presented in written form. A spoken dialogue or 
even a warning sign, which only contains an elliptic sentence or a picture, can be 
considered in this light a text as it helps to convey information between a sender and 
a receiver. Georg Michel, in his definition of ‘text’, underlines the text’s possibility to 
express illocution (Michel 30). According to Michel, the main illocutions of a text can 
be to convey information to the receiver, to make an appeal on the receiver, to 
express a promise, to establish contact between the producer and the receiver and to 
make declarations (Michel 32). The functions of a text as established by Michel 
correspond to the illocutionary acts as defined by Searle. A text can express a 
promise, for example, and in this function, it corresponds to Searle’s commissives 
(cf. Searle 54). The illocutionary act expressed with the help of a text plays a major 
role in ascribing the text to a certain text type. 
As mentioned above, most people will recognise the difference between a text 
and a succession of random sentences. One of the reasons for this is that a succession 
of sentences fails to communicate. But there is another factor which is important in 
this context, namely ‘textuality’ as defined by Robert-Alain de Beaugrande and 
Wolfgang Ulrich Dressler. These two linguists have established seven principles that 
create textuality. The first one is cohesion. Cohesion is found in “the ways in which 
the components of the SURFACE TEXT, i.e. the actual words we hear or see, are 
mutually connected within a sequence” (de Beaugrande/Dressler 3). Grammar plays an 
important role in this context as it defines the rules according to which the surface 
                                                 
42 Hereafter referred to as Textwissenschaft. 
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components are arranged and connected. There are several phenomena which create 
cohesion, such as anaphora, ellipsis and lexical cohesion (cf. Meyer 145 ff.). 
A second feature of textuality is coherence. Cohesion and coherence are quite 
similar, but in distinction from cohesion, which deals with the surface of text, 
coherence concerns “the configuration of CONCEPTS and RELATIONS which underlie the 
surface text” (de Beaugrande/Dressler 4). A concept is the configuration of a 
cognitive content (de Beaugrande/Dressler 4); different concepts are linked by 
relations. Bearing that in mind, it becomes clear that coherence is “the outcome of 
cognitive processes among text users” (de Beaugrande/Dressler 6). To put it more 
plainly: linking the elements of a text requires an action by the text user. This can 
only be achieved if the text user has knowledge of the world that she/he can come 
back to when it is needed. Hence, a text user will probably understand the 
connection between the two parts of the sentence “The car is wet because it has been 
standing in the rain”, while a sentence such as “The car is wet because it has been 
standing in the sun” will probably be marked as senseless though the cohesion, i.e. 
the surface structure, is perfectly correct (cf. de Beaugrande/Dressler 6). Meyer 
suggests that there are several concepts which indicate coherence relations. They can 
be interpreted as “reasons why speakers or writers have added this particular 
sentence” (Meyer 151). As indicators of coherence we can list the development of a 
topic, i.e. the thematic progression of a text as introduced by Frantisek Daneš (Daneš 
593); clarification which is realised in either an explanation or a contrast; temporal 
relations; causal relations; the development of an argument just to name a few (cf. 
Meyer 151 f.). Several linguists have tried to show that cohesion devices are 
secondary to coherence. Their central argument is that “texts are held together not 
by the visible (or audible) cohesion devices, but by certain relations between clauses 
and/or sentences” (Meyer 151), which is why a sentence whose cohesion is incorrect 
(e.g. for lack of knowledge of the respective grammar) does not necessarily fail to 
communicate.  
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The third feature, which is involved in creating textuality, is intentionality. The 
producer of a text utters sentences which “should constitute a cohesive and coherent 
text” (de Beaugrande/Dressler 7). Its task is to communicate the speaker’s or writer’s 
intention. Intentionality can be seen to be the counterpart of a fourth feature, 
acceptability. Acceptability concerns the text user’s expectation that the presented 
text is not only cohesive and coherent, but that it also has “some use or relevance for 
the receiver” (de Beaugrande/Dressler 7). The fifth feature of textuality is 
informativity. De Beaugrande and Dressler suggest that “no matter how predictable 
form and content may be, there will always be a few variable occurrences that 
cannot be entirely foreseen” (de Beaugrande/Dressler 9); every text is informative to 
some extent. The sixth aspect of textuality is situationality, which comprises several 
factors such as the time and place at which a text is produced or received. Last, but 
not least, the seventh feature of textuality as defined by de Beaugrande and Dressler 
is intertextuality. We will come to their definition in the next chapter. 
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4.2 The Definition of ‘Intertextuality’ 
 
4.2.1 A Historic View 
 
 
 
There is never a single or correct way to read a text, 
since every reader brings with him or her different 
expectations, interests, viewpoints and prior reading experiences. 
Graham Allen43 
 
 
 
According to de Beaugrande and Dressler, intertextuality concerns “the factors 
which make the utilization of one text dependent upon knowledge of one or more 
previously encountered texts” (de Beaugrande/Dressler 10). Like coherence, 
intertextuality presupposes knowledge, or, to put it the other way round, without 
the knowledge of prior texts, intertextuality cannot exist and fails, thus – in de 
Beaugrande and Dressler’s definition – the text itself fails. While many people might 
share the same knowledge of the world, only very few will have exactly the same 
knowledge of previous texts. We will come to this later in more detail.  
For de Beaugrande and Dressler, intertextuality is a characteristic which 
underlies all texts. Even more, intertextuality is necessary to create a text, to create 
textuality. As we will see, not all critics agree on this point. Some say that 
intertextuality is a stylistic device, not a defining feature of a ‘text’. The term 
‘intertextuality’ is far spread in literary studies in all nations.44 But what exactly is 
                                                 
43 Allen 7. 
44 As the internet, and especially search engines such as Google, has become more and more important when it 
comes to fast access to information, it provides a good starting point for gaining an impression of the wide 
currency of the concept of intertextuality. When I typed ‘intertextuality’ into the internet search engine Google, I 
was rewarded with approximately 903,000 hits; for the German ‘Intertextualität’ there were 108,000 results, the 
French ‘intertextualité’ brought 1,320,000 hits, and the search for the Portuguese ‘intertextualidade’ resulted in 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 48 – 
‘intertextuality’? I would like to introduce here the most basic definition of term on 
which most critics agree: ‘intertextuality’ denotes the relation between two or more 
texts (Heinemann 27; Stocker 15; Weise 39; Mailloux 151). 
Wolfgang Heinemann points out that intertextuality became an expression of 
rebellion of literary Post-structuralism against the text apprehension of the 
Structuralists who claimed texts to be static and self-contained. He sees 
intertextuality as a “Phänomen der generellen Vernetztheit von Texten” and as such 
it is “uralt” (Heinemann 22). Still and Worton claim that the concept or idea of 
intertextuality is probably as old as “recorded human society” (Still and Worton 2; 
cf. Böhn, “Formzitate, Gattungsparodien und ironische Formverwendung im 
Medienvergleich”45 8). Herman Meyer, for example, observes in his 1961 paper 
“Zitat in der Erzählkunst” that reference, allusion, pastiche, parody, and plagiarism 
have to be ‘twinned’ somehow. He thus anticipates the upcoming global theory 
(Stocker 18). Many early text theorists are well aware of intertextual relations, even if 
they have not yet used this term, but rather refer to it as ‘imitation’ of other poets or 
of nature. Still and Worton list several examples of this. The oldest example they 
refer to is Plato (428-348 BC) and mimesis as defined in his works Ion and The 
Republic: “In the case of Platonic imitation, the ‘poet’ always copies an earlier act of 
creation, which is itself already a copy” (Still/Worton 3; cf. Plato, The Republic, Book 
X). For Plato, a work of art is not autonomous; it embeds, for example, references to 
social knowledge (Still/Worton 4). Every piece of art is representational, “whether in 
words or colors, poetry or painting, art created pictures of the material perceivable 
world, which Plato called ‘nature’” (Klages 13). However, nature is just the imitation 
or copy of the ‘ideal’; therefore we can say that art merely copies a copy: “For Plato, 
an artist’s work was always twice removed from the world of truth and ideal 
perfection” (Klages 13).  
                                                                                                                                                       
295,000 hits (all 16 February 2014). 
45 Hereafter abbreviated as “Formzitate”. 
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As a second ancient example, Still and Worton list Aristotle (384-322 BC). They 
explain that in Aristotle’s definition, the creation of a dramatic text is simply the 
reduction or intensification of texts which are common knowledge and thus the 
author must also be familiar with them. In Aristotle’s belief, the imitation of the 
work of others is crucial to one’s own development and process of learning 
(Still/Worton 6). However, 
art is not necessarily an imitation or a reproduction of nature, of the world 
we perceive with our senses, and thus is not necessarily an inferior 
reproduction or copy of nature. Rather, for Aristotle, art is a process of 
putting the events of nature into a medium […] that improves on or 
completes nature” (Klages 15). 
Aristotle’s “notion of appropriateness” (Still/Worton 5) is taken up again by Horace 
(65-8 BC). He uses it to encourage young writers to be consistent when it comes to 
the use of different styles, familiar story lines etc. (cf. Horace, Art of Poetry). For 
Horace, nature is the most important source for poetry; however, he thinks it is as 
important to imitate nature as it is to imitate other poets. “Horace thus establishes 
the importance of a poet knowing a literary tradition, and respecting inherited forms 
and conventions, as well as creating new works” (Klages 18). For Longinus (1st or 3rd 
century AD), author of On the Sublime, imitation of historians and poets of the past is 
the path to the sublime. The act of imitating is described by him as “catching fire 
from inspiration, breathing in or impregnation” (Still/Worton 5). Cicero (106-34 BC), 
then, a superb speaker and a connoisseur of the arts, sees in imitation “not only a 
means of forging one’s own discourse but [...] a consciously intertextual practice” 
(Still/Worton 6). Cicero rejects the paraphrase, by which he means a paraphrasing of 
Latin into Greek, and instead prefers the translation from Greek into Latin 
(Still/Worton 6). For him, imitation is “an apprenticeship in improvisation” 
(Still/Worton 7). Quintilian (35-96) sees in imitation not an act of repetition but of 
completing one’s interpretation of the given text (Still/Worton 6). He uses the term 
‘liquifaction’:  
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 50 – 
when we write, we can and indeed should remember only a pulped 
version of what we have read and thereby make possible an Aufhebung of 
the dialectic between our own present text and its ‘originating’ model 
(Still/Worton 7). 
The philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), then, argues that “every work of art 
says something other than the mere thing itself is, allo agoreuei” (Still/Worton 12; cf. 
Heidegger 19f.). He notes that all authors re-write the works of previous writers; 
however, while many of them do so without realising it, “many post-Renaissance 
writers consciously imitate, quote and/or plagiarise extensively” (Still/Worton 12). 
The previous paragraphs show that the concept of referring to other texts, 
styles, and traditions is probably as old as written culture. Some aspects have 
shifted, though: while in ancient aesthetics, it was considered ‘artistic’ to imitate, 
nowadays this notion is rejected as ‘unoriginal’. While it used to be encouraged to 
imitate in order to learn, teachings now encourage original thought. Even more than 
that: imitation without clearly marking the sources used is considered plagiarism (cf. 
Chapter 4.3.5) and a copyright infringement. I will come to that in more detail later. 
But before I consider the forms of intertextuality, I will take a closer look at the 
history of intertextuality since the 1960s. This overview will demonstrate the 
development from a broad and general to a specific concept of intertextuality. 
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4.2.1.1 Ferdinand de Saussure 
 
 
 
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) is without a doubt one of the most 
influential linguists of the early 20th century. He proposed that the linguistic sign can 
be divided into the ‘signifiant’ (‘signifier’) and the ‘signifié’ (‘signified’). The 
‘signified’ is the concept to which the ‘signifier’, the sound-image, refers. According 
to Saussure, meaning is non-referential, i.e. “a sign is not a word’s reference to some 
object in the world but the combination, conveniently sanctioned, between a signifier 
and a signified” (Allen 8). A word does not point literally to what it describes. 
Rather, society has built a concept of that described object and has appointed a 
random word to be that object’s ‘name’. For this reason, the same concept has 
different names in different languages. The relation between the signifier and the 
signified is not a ‘natural’ one; it is built with the help of a concept by society: “Signs 
are arbitrary, possessing meaning not because of a referential function but because of 
their function within a linguistic system as it exists at any one moment of time” 
(Allen 8f., my emphasis). To put it more simply: “The reference of the sign is to the 
system, not directly to the world” (Allen 9). 
According to Saussure, the act of speaking or writing can be described as the 
production of a specific instance “of linguistic communication (parole) out of the 
available synchronic system of language (langue)” (Allen 9). Allen explains that for 
Saussure, a linguistic sign is not only arbitrary, it is differential. This means that the  
placing of words together in sentences involves what is termed the 
syntagmatic (combinatory) axis of language; the selection of certain words 
out of sets of possible words involves what is termed the paradigmatic 
(selection) axis of language (Allen 9).  
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Structuralism is based on Saussure’s semiology. From the 1950s onwards, 
structuralism sought to “produce a revolutionary redescription of human culture in 
terms of sign-systems modelled on Saussure’s redefinitions of sign and linguistic 
structure” (Allen 10). This was quite revolutionary, and this change in thinking has 
been termed ‘linguistic turn’. According to Allen, the ‘linguistic turn’ can be seen as 
one of the origins of the concept of intertextuality in literary theory (Allen 10). Allen 
points out that if every sign is differential to some degree, it can be understood as 
being non-referential in more than one respect: 
The linguistic sign is, after Saussure, a non-arbitrary, non-stable, relational 
unit, the understanding of which leads us out into the vast network of 
relations, of similarity and difference, which constitutes the synchronic 
system of language. If this is true of linguistic signs in general, then, as 
many after Saussure have argued, it is doubly true of the literary sign. 
Authors of literary works do not just select words from a language system, 
they select plots, generic features, aspects of character, images, ways of 
narrating, even phrases and sentences from previous literary texts and 
from literary tradition (Allen 11). 
So, Allen concludes, a writer always deals with two systems, namely with that of 
language in general and with that of literature (Allen 11). The reader, on the other 
hand, also has to deal with both: the reader places what she/he reads within the 
concepts they know. Saussure’s “anti-referential, differential, and relational 
understanding of language” (Juvan 100) makes him one of the most important 
starting points for the theory of intertextuality. 
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4.2.1.2 Mikhail Bakhtin 
 
 
 
Dialogische Schreibweisen nutzen das dialogische Potenzial der Sprache,  
während monologische Schreibweisen dieses Potenzial löschen.  
Sylvia Sasse46 
 
 
 
It was Julia Kristeva who introduced Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin (1895-1975) 
and his work to French critics. While his work is considered highly influential in 
many disciplines today (including literary criticism, linguistics, political theory, and 
philosophy) (cf. Allen 15), it was largely unknown in the 1960s since mostly 
unpublished. In his works, Bakhtin mainly focused on ‘dialogism’47, which was for 
him “a constitutive element of all language” (Allen 21). In Bakhtin’s opinion, 
language – which by his definition includes any form of written or spoken 
communication – is dialogic. He explains that a dialogue consists of three elements, 
namely the sender (speaker), the recipient (listener) and the relation between them 
(Klages 136). A main prerequisite for communication is that “all words or utterances 
are directed towards an answer, a response” (Klages 141); this drives 
communication. 
In his later work, Bakhtin starts to take the recipient of a text into consideration 
and gives the word directed to her or him high significance, while his early work 
mostly focuses on production aesthetics. Bakhtin and Vološinov proceed on the 
assumption that the “word is a two-sided act. It is determined equally by whose word it 
is and for whom it is meant” (Vološinov 86). Bakhtin poses that there are several 
                                                 
46 Sasse 91. 
47 A term which he himself never used (Holquist 15). 
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instances which are decisive for the understanding of a text, namely an empirical 
addressee and an ‘über-addressee’ whose “absolut richtiges Verständnis entweder in 
metaphysischer Ferne oder aber in ferner historischer Zeit angenommen wird” 
(cited after Stocker 98).  
Allen is convinced that the key to understanding Bakhtin and intertextuality 
lies in Bakhtin’s works of the 1920s, which are associated with Pavel Nikolaevich 
Medvedev and Valentin Nikolaevich Vološinov. They propose “an alternative to the 
Saussurean theory of language” (Allen 16). Allen points out that Bakhtin and 
Medevedev doubtless acknowledge the importance of Russian Formalism in literary 
theory. Yet “they criticize its ‘fear of meaning in art’” (Allen 16). They argue that  
[w]hilst formalism seeks to explain the general ‘literariness’ of literary 
works, and Saussurean linguistics seeks to explain language as a 
synchronic system, what is missed by both approaches is that language 
exists in specific social situations and is thus bound up with specific social 
evaluations (Allen 16). 
Language cannot be taken out of its social context, it cannot be analysed without 
taking into consideration its function as an inter-action. For Bakhtin and Medvedev, 
Saussure’s approach to language analysis is too abstract. In his work with Vološinov, 
Bakhtin also criticises this approach for not acknowledging the language’s constant 
change and transformation (Vološinov 66; cf. Allen 18). The meaning of a word is 
determined by the speaker and the addressee, it is “the product of the reciprocal 
relationship between speaker and listener, addresser and addressee” (Vološinov 86), no 
utterance is independent (Allen 19). Allen explains that 
[a]n utterance, such as a scholarly work, may present itself as an 
independent entity, as monologic (possessing singular meaning and logic), 
yet it emerges from a complex history of previous works and addresses 
itself to, seeks for active response from, a complex institutional and social 
context: peers, reviewers, students, promotion boards and so on. All 
utterances are dialogic, their meaning and logic dependent upon what has 
previously been said and on how they will be received by others (Allen 
19). 
Kristeva acknowledges that Bakhtin was the first scholar to see literary structure in 
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relation to other structures. He adds dynamics to structuralism by defining the 
(literary) word as an “intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed 
meaning)” (Kristeva 65). The word is a dialogue and as such it has a relation to the 
producer, the recipient, and “the contemporary or earlier cultural context” (Kristeva 
65). As Kristeva observes, the idea of ‘linguistic dialogue’ was not well perceived by 
Russian Formalism. Its followers “insisted on the dialogical character of linguistic 
communication and considered the monologue, the ‘embryonic form’ of common 
language, as subsequent to dialogue” (Kristeva 67).  
Bakhtin differentiates between three categories of words within the narrated 
text: the ‘direct word’, the ‘object-oriented word’, and the ‘ambivalent word’. The 
‘direct word’ refers to objects and “expresses the last possible degree of signification 
by the subject of discourse within the limits of a given context” (Kristeva 72); it can 
be seen as the “Ausdruck einer abgeschlossenen auktorialen Sinnbesetzung des 
Sprechers” (Lachmann, “Dialogizität und poetische Sprache” 5148). The ‘object-
oriented word’ is defined as the “direct discourse of ‘characters’” (Kristeva 73). The 
‘ambivalent word’ is characterised by its assignment to two meanings, “the writer 
can use another’s word, giving it a new meaning while retaining the meaning it 
already had” (Kristeva 73). Bakhtin develops his concept of dialogism out of this 
relationship between the ‘word’ and the ‘other word’ and stresses his demand for a 
new discipline, which is labelled ‘metalinguistic’. However, “Das fremde Wort, das 
sich in Formen wie Stilisierung, Parodie, Rollensprechen, Polemik etc. ‘gegenäußert’, 
erlangt selbst keine Präsenz, es ist ein mitverstandenes, implizites Wort” (Lachmann, 
“Dialogizität” 51). Lachmann explains that Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism has two 
antipodes: 
1. die offizielle Sprache eines vereinheitlichen Kanons mit festgelegten 
Bedeutungshierarchien, die von einem einzigen Wertungs- und 
Wahrheitsanspruch aus behauptet wird; und 2. die poetische Sprache (im 
Sinne der Sprache der Lyrik, beziehungsweise derjenigen Sprache, die im 
sprachhierarischen Gefüge einer Kultur den Platz der poetischen Sprache 
                                                 
48 Hereafter referred to as “Dialogizität”. 
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innehat). Die poetische Sprache in diesem Sinn, orientiert an den 
Normenkodes einer offiziellen Kultur, reguliert durch ästhetische und 
stilistische Mechanismen (auch dann, wenn sie diese unterläuft), ist 
monologisch oder tendiert zur Monologizität. Der lyrische Text ist 
monologisch (Lachmann, “Dialogizität” 51). 
Bakhtin’s work is seen as important for the development of a theory of 
intertextuality because his concept of dialogism proposes an ‘open’ and ‘polyphonic’ 
text (Holthuis 12). This is mainly developed with the help of the novel. Bakhtin 
proposes that in contrast to poetry, the novel (especially certain sub-types) must be 
understood as being “von ihrem Ursprung her als herrschaftsfeindlich, 
ideologiekritisch und daher als dialogisch” (Holthuis 12). Prose forms are superior 
as they are dialogic (which means that their basis is a dialogue) in contrast to poetry 
which is (at least most of the time) monologic (Kershner, “Bakhtin” 23; cf. Holthuis 
13). Allen agrees and adds that for Bakhtin, monologic forms (such as poetry) 
“enforce a singular, authoritative voice upon the world” (Allen 26); Bakhtin’s ideas 
of dialogism are realised in prose only (Lachmann, “Dialogizität” 51). And even 
though this could be revised with regard to modern poetry, “beharrt er dennoch auf 
der dem Prosawort diametral entgegengesetzten Sprachhaltung der für den 
lyrischen Text geltenden poetischen Monologizität” (Lachmann, “Dialogizität” 55). 
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4.2.1.3 Julia Kristeva 
 
 
 
‘Intertextuality’, then, was the linguistic Big Bang,  
the deconstruction of ‘Text’ into texts and intertexts  
where these two terms ultimately become synonymous. 
Mary Orr49 
 
 
 
The literary critic and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva (born in Bulgaria in 1941) is 
mostly associated with two ‘firsts’: she was the first (and most important) interpreter 
of Mikhail Bakhtin’s works as well as the theorist to first coin the term 
‘intertextuality’50. When Kristeva went to Paris in the mid-1960s, the French 
intellectual scene was in turmoil. Established positions in more than one discipline 
were overthrown, “philosophy, political theory and psychoanalytic theory were 
being transformed by a structuralism dependent on Saussurean linguistics” (Allen 
30) and then afterwards by the emerging post-structuralism, which had been pushed 
forward by political debate and which challenged the notion of “traditional notions 
of authorship” (Allen 30f.). 
The “Modebegriff” (Heinemann 21) ‘intertextuality’ was introduced by Julia 
Kristeva in her essay “Bakhtine, le mot, le dialogue et le roman” in 1967:  
any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption 
and transformation of another. The notion of intertextuality replaces that 
of intersubjectivity, and poetic language is read as at least double (Kristeva 
66). 
Kristeva sees a general feature of textuality in intertextuality. Her starting point is a 
                                                 
49 Orr 22. 
50 However, it was Roland Barthes “who wrote the definition for intertextuality in the Encyclopédie universalis 
in 1973” (Orr 20). 
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definition of text which not only includes literary texts but every possible text type. 
This includes spoken and/or colloquial language. The entirety of all of these texts 
forms a ‘pool of texts’. As this ‘pool’ contains all existing texts (thus – according to 
the definition given above – all language), it comprises all of the sociocultural and 
semiotic knowledge available to mankind (Schmitt 54f.). 
Kristeva explains that the second half of the Middle Ages stands out in the 
development of European culture, as it marks the beginning of an important 
transition: there was a replacement of thought which is based on symbols by the 
thought which is based on signs (Kristeva 38). In the course of the 13th to the 15th 
centuries, the position and importance of the symbol was weakened though it did 
not disappear altogether. It was more that during this time it assimilated to the sign 
(Kristeva 39).  
In particular, the epic, myth, or folktale – in fact, all modes of textual 
organization which are ‘closed’, homogeneous, and static – are based on 
the ideologeme of the symbol. The sign, on the other hand, contrasts with 
the symbol by being ‘open-ended’, heterogeneous, and dynamic. More 
specifically, within the field of the symbol, opposites are disjunctive, i.e., 
non-reconcilable [...]. The sign [...] is characterized by non-disjunction: 
opposites, alterity, and negation can often appear in the same figure, or 
identity (Lechte 103). 
Kristeva differentiates between the vertical dimensions of signs (that is, the relation 
between the universals and their markings) and their horizontal functions (that is 
“the articulation of signifying units among themselves”, Kristeva 38). She explains 
that “within its vertical function, the sign refers back to entities both of lesser scope 
and more concretized than those of the symbol” (Kristeva 40). Here, “the word in the 
text is oriented toward an anterior or synchronic literary corpus” (Kristeva 66). In 
their horizontal function, on the other hand, “the units of the sign’s semiotic practice 
are articulated as a metonymical concatenation of deviations from the norm signifying a 
progressive creation of metaphors” (Kristeva 40); the word here belongs to both the 
writer and the reader (Kristeva 66). Allen explains that  
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The communication between author and reader is always partnered by a 
communication or intertextual relation between poetic words and their 
prior existence in past poetic texts. [...] This recognition, that the horizontal 
and vertical axis of the text coincide within the work’s textual space, leads 
on to a major redescription of Bakhtin’s theory of the dialogic text which 
culminates in the new term, intertexutality (Allen 39). 
In the 1970s, a general trend towards reader-oriented criticism can be observed in 
literary studies, and the concepts of ‘intertextuality’ and ‘text’ as defined by Kristeva 
neatly fit into this movement. The definition of ‘intertextuality’, as proposed by 
critics such as Kristeva, marked the beginning of a change of paradigms in literary 
studies. Intertextuality was seen 
als Schlachtruf des literaturwissenschaftlichen Poststrukturalismus 
gegenüber den erstarrten, oft kanonisierten Formen des nur positivistisch-
quantitativen Umgehens mit literarischen Texten (unter Vernachlässigung 
alles Historischen und vor allem Ästhetischen) in der Phase der Dominanz 
von Maximen des literaturwissenschaftlichen Strukturalismus vor allem in 
Frankreich (Heinemann 22). 
For her definition, Kristeva takes up Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism and radicalises it. 
She determines intertextuality to be a general feature of texts and poses that 
textuality is not possible without intertextuality. For Kristeva, ‘text’ has to be 
understood as “‘Gesellschaft’ oder ‘historio-kulturelles’ Paradigma” (Holthuis 14). 
She thus introduces a notion of text which dissolves all previous textual boundaries. 
Her interpretations of ‘text’ and ‘intertextuality’ lead to the 
Grundgedanken, daß sich der Text – im intertextuellen Prozeß – ständig 
selbst absorbiert und transformiert, produziert und reproduziert und 
damit den völlig ‘offenen’ Text garantiert, der nur noch gedacht werden 
kann im Prozeß der potentiell unendlichen ‘Transformation’ oder 
‘Permutation’ (Holthuis 14f.). 
In her essay “The Bounded Text” (published in Desire in Language in 1980), Kristeva 
explains how all texts are merely “constructed out of already existent discourse” 
(Allen 35). She says that a text is “a trans-linguistic apparatus that redistributes the 
order of language” (Kristeva 36), in other words: it is only re-writing. It is also a 
‘productivity’, “a permutation of texts, an intertextuality: in the space of a given text, 
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several utterances, taken from other texts, intersect and neutralize one another” 
(Kristeva 36): pieces of other texts form a net, and this net constitutes the new text. 
The single text, Kristeva poses, is not an isolated object. It should rather be seen as a 
“compilation of cultural textuality” (Allen 36), it is part of the culture in whose 
context it is produced. The basis for both the individual and the cultural text is the 
same, which is why the two cannot be separated from each other. Allen thinks that 
in this approach it becomes visible how Bakhtin’s notion of ‘dialogism’ “has been 
rephrased within Kristeva’s semiotic attention to text, textuality and their relation to 
ideological structures” (Allen 36). 
Jahraus observes that “Kristeva verabsolutiert die Öffnung des Textes durch 
das Konzept uneingeschränkter Transformation” (Jahraus 329). Her radicalisation of 
the consequences arrives from a concept according to which the reality of experience 
of a human being is nothing but one immense text which continuously transforms 
and reproduces itself: “Wenn jeder Text auf jeden anderen Text verweist und jedes 
Element der Erfahrungswirklichkeit Text sein kann, […], dann wird die Welt selbst 
zum prinzipiell unendlichen Text” (Jahraus 330). M.H. Abrams, referring to 
Kristeva’s coinage of the term defines intertextuality as the 
multiple ways in which any one literary text is in fact made up of other 
texts, by means of its open or covert citations and allusions, its repetitions 
and transformations of the formal and substantive features of earlier texts, 
or simply its unavoidable participation in the common stock of linguistic 
and literary conventions and procedures that are ‘always-already’ in place 
and constitute the discourse into which we are born (Abrams 401). 
This definition hints at the fact that intertextuality is a cultural phenomenon, that 
acknowledging intertextuality highly depends on “the discourse into which we are 
born”. That means intertextuality is not a universal device and always culturally 
dependent. 
Kristeva advocates a dynamic interpretation of ‘text’, as have Bakhtin and – 
after her – Barthes, and Grivel. She thus promotes a reading of ‘intertextuality’ 
which leans against the process of communication through aesthetic texts 
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(Heinemann 23). This means in consequence that the author does not possess an 
outstanding position in the act of text production. In fact, she/he should no longer be 
seen as an ingenious originator of a literary work, because as an author, she/he is 
only inspired by the many pre-texts she/he has consumed before. In the process of 
writing, she/he then simply combines these pre-texts in a new guise (Heinemann 23). 
As Loeb points out, towards the end of her essay “Word, Dialogue, and Novel”51 
(first published in 1969), Kristeva “argues for an anonymous writer who vanishes 
into the text” (Loeb 46). Barthes, Kristeva’s lecturer in Paris, even proclaims the 
‘death of the author’.52 Orr explains that Kristeva’s intertextuality is a permutation. It 
“amply allows for socio-historical, ‘polyphonic’ and ‘carnivalesque’ ideologemes in 
order that the status quo will be challenged” (Orr 28). If the text is ever changing and 
interactive, there can be no ‘fixed’ or static author to it. “Hence, ‘intertextuality’ as 
static, all-encompassing network, with no outside of the text, is not Kristevan” (Orr 
28). We could conclude that as a consequence, the new text is ripped out of its 
communicative context; the author no longer expresses a certain intention or 
message with the help of the text. On the other hand, the text recipient no longer 
needs to interpret the text in terms of the author’s intention. She/he is thus ‘free’ to 
read the text as she/he wishes and has the “unendliche Freiheit der 
Sinnkonstruktion” (Barthes, cited after Heinemann 24).  
Kristeva says that “each word (text) is an intersection of words (texts) where at 
least one other word (text) can be read” (Kristeva 66). Bakhtin calls these two axes 
‘dialogue’ and ‘ambivalence’; however, he does not clearly distinguish them 
(Kristeva 66): 
Yet, what appears as a lack of rigour is in fact an insight first introduced 
into literary theory by Bakhtin: any text is constructed as a mosaic of 
quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another. The 
notion of intertextuality replaces that of intersubjectivity, and poetic 
language is read as at least double (Kristeva 66).   
                                                 
51 Referred to by Orr as “the intertextuality essay” (Orr 22). 
52 Cf. Chapter 4.2.4. 
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The French Poststructuralists’ ideas were received critically in other countries, 
especially in the United States of America and Germany. In Germany, critics rejected 
the notion of an ‘open’ text; here, a restricted notion of ‘intertextuality’ was 
preferred: “Intertextualität ist danach nicht die universelle Vernetztheit von Texten, 
sondern nur eine ausweisbare Relation zwischen zwei oder mehreren Texten” 
(Heinemann 24). Intertextuality was seen as a semantic phenomenon, which might 
serve as a means of constituting text meaning. In the USA, the notion of 
intertextuality focused on the process of text reception rather than on text 
production (Heinemann 24). 
Many scholars have criticised the extremely wide and unspecific use of the 
term ‘intertextuality’. Holthuis, for example, asks if and how ‘intertextuality’ can be 
defined and limited, 
anders gefragt, für welches Phänomen der Terminus stehen soll, wenn a) 
die Relation von Texten im engeren Sinn nicht intendiert sein kann und b) 
Intertextualität von Nicht-Intertextualität nicht mehr zu unterscheiden ist 
und der Wert dieser Konzeption damit äußerst fraglich wird (Holthuis 15). 
I also think that the use of the term ‘intertextuality’ as proposed by Kristeva is too 
general and unspecific. Moreover, I disagree with the proposed approach to 
authorship. Even if the author just uses the ‘words of others’, it is still possible for 
her or him to convey a communicative message by choosing certain texts rather than 
others, by assembling the texts in a certain way, etc.. The reader does not have 
‘endless freedom’ in her or his interpretation as this interpretation always takes 
place within the literary corset of the pre-texts. 
When it comes to the analysis of one text in particular, Kristeva’s model of a 
‘pool of texts’ also does not prove to be very practical. This is why the notion of 
‘intertextuality’ as used by the post-structuralists was criticised and restricted to 
“sinnkonstitutive, markierte und rezeptionsrelevante Bezüge zwischen literarischen 
Texten” (Schmitt 55) by many later scholars who worked with the concept of 
intertextuality.  
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4.2.1.4 Roland Barthes 
 
 
 
The French philosopher and literary critic Roland Barthes (1915-1980) defines 
text as “a plurality of connotations” (Newton 37). The denotation is “being displaced 
from the centre of meaning and having no separate existence from connotation, one 
can see Barthes’s structuralism moving toward Derridean deconstruction” (Newton 
37). According to Barthes, a “text deconstructs the language of communication, 
representation or expression […] and reconstructs another language” (Encyclopédie 
universalis, cited after Orr 33). He says that every text is in fact an intertext as it is 
“new tissue of recycled citations” (Encyclopédie universalis, cited after Orr 33); even if 
a text is ‘fixed’ in written form “the text does not stop working, or undertaking a 
process of production” (Encyclopédie universalis, cited after Orr 33) whenever a reader 
takes it up. In his 1977 text ‘Image, Music, Text’, Barthes explains 
The intertextual in which every text is held, it itself being the text-between 
of another text, is not to be confused with some origin of the text: to try to 
find the ‘sources’, the ‘influences’ of a work, is to fall in with the myth of 
filiation; the citations which go to make up a text are anonymous, 
untraceable, and yet already read: they are quotations without inverted 
commas (Barthes, Image, Music, Text 160). 
Allen says that Barthes’ theory of intertextuality is not concerned with specific 
(inter) texts; rather it refers to “the entire cultural code, comprised, as it is, of 
discourses, stereotypes, clichés, ways of saying” (Allen 74). Allen argues that 
intertextuality “means that for Barthes, as for Derrida, ‘nothing exists outside the 
text’” (Allen 74). He explains that Barthes gives new definition to the traditional 
notions of ‘text’ and ‘work’: ‘work’ is now “the material book offering up the 
possibility of meaning, of closure and thus of interpretation” (Allen 66), while the 
new notion of ‘text’ is concerned with the “play of the signifier within the work, its 
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unleashing of the disruptive and yet playful force of writing” (Allen 66). Allen is 
convinced that a theory of text must include a theory of intertextuality: a text always 
connotes several meanings, many of which come from the meaning of discourse that 
already exists. (Allen 67). 
Barthes sees in ‘connotation’ the “way into polysemy of the classic text, to that 
limited plural on which the classic text is based” (Barthes, S/Z 8). Allen further 
explains that ‘connotation’ refers to “that aspect of the readerly text which allows 
meaning to break free from a linear, consecutive order and to ‘spread like gold dust 
on the apparent surface of the text’” (Allen 84). 
Allen argues that even though Barthes’s work is a rich source for the theory of 
intertextuality, it does not provide the reader with a practical application to texts 
(with the exception of S/Z): “Apart from S/Z, Barthes’s poststructuralist texts are 
examples of a radical form of intertextuality rather than intertextual theory as it 
might exist in critical practice” (Allen 94). For Barthes, a text is plural in meaning, 
and this plurality depends “on what might be called stereographic plurality of its 
weave of signifiers” (Barthes, “Death of the Author” 159). 
Barthes is most famously known for his declaration of the ‘death of the author’. 
He suggests that “In the modern market system, the name of the author […] 
promotes a view […] of the relationship between author, work and the reader-critic, 
in which reading is a form of consumption” (Allen 71). While earlier, the production 
of the meaning of a text used to be attributed to the author, i.e. text producer, it now 
shifts towards the reader, the text consumer. “The modern scriptor, when s/he 
writes, is always already in a process of reading and re-writing. Meaning comes not 
from the author but from language viewed intertextually” (Allen 74). 
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4.2.1.4 Gérard Genette and Michael Riffaterre 
 
 
 
Literature is indeed made of texts. 
Michael Riffaterre53 
 
 
 
Gérard Genette (* 1930) reduces intertextuality to “a relationship of copresence 
between two texts or among several texts” (Genette, Palimpsests 1) and “the actual 
presence of one text within another” (Genette, Palimpsests 2). This means that 
intertextuality only comprises the phenomena quotation, plagiarism, and allusion 
(Allen 101). As Allen points out, 
Genette’s redescription gives us a very pragmatic and determinable 
intertextual relationship between specific elements of individual texts. 
Acknowledging the change in focus and theoretical vocabulary, Genette 
defends this transformation of the term by pointing to the fact that 
previous theorists of the term have tended to concentrate on ‘semantic-
semiotic microstructures, observed at the level of a sentence, a fragment, or 
a short, generally poetic, text’ (Allen 101). 
Allen explains that for theorists like Genette texts are not “original, unique, unitary 
wholes, but particular articulations (selections and combinations) of an enclosed 
system” (Allen 96). In text production, the writer re-arranges elements of the 
aforementioned ‘enclosed system’ (Allen 96). In the production of a literary text 
Genette sees an act of parole in the sense of Saussure, “a series of partially 
autonomous and unpredictable individual acts” (Genette, Figures of Literary 
Discourse54 18); the consumption of a text, then, is an act of langue: “Readers, that is, 
tend to order literary texts ‘into a coherent system’” (Genette, Figures 19). Genette is 
                                                 
53Riffaterre 56. 
54 Hereafter referred to as Figures. 
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convinced that a “direct imitation of a text is impossible because it is too easy and 
therefore insignificant” (Still/Worton 14); an individual text can only be parodied. 
However, imitation is possible not with single texts, but with genres (Still/Worton 
14; cf. Genette, Palimpsests 91f.). Genette refutes the term ‘intertextuality’. Instead, he 
advocates the use of the term ‘transtextuality’, by which he means ‘textual 
transcendence’ (Still/Worton 22). This includes “imitation, transformation, the 
classification of types of discourse, along with the thematic, modal, generic and 
formal categories and categorization of traditional poetics” (Allen 100). He 
differentiates between five ‘sub-categories’ of transtextuality, one of which he calls 
intertextuality; the others are metatextuality, architextuality, paratextuality, and 
hypertextuality. 
Metatextuality, the second subcategory, is defined as a text which comments on 
another text: “[i]t unites a given text to another, of which it speaks without 
necessarily citing it (without summoning it), in fact sometimes without even naming 
it” (Genette, Palimpsests 4). An example of metatextuality is literary criticism.  
The architextual aspect of a text is concerned with “the reader’s expectations, 
and thus their reception of a work” (Genette, Palimpsests 5). Still and Worton explain 
that architextuality is a “tacit […] gesture to genre-demarcations” (Still/Worton 23). 
The fourth sub-category, paratextuality, is the relation between the main body 
of a text and its title, epigraphs, first drafts etc., that means those “elements which lie 
on the threshold of the text” and whose function it is to “direct and control the 
reception of a text by its readers” (Allen 103). Genette differentiates between two 
types of ‘threshold elements’, namely ‘peritext’ and ‘epitext’. The peritext consists 
“of elements such as titles, prefaces and notes”, while the epitext comprises 
“interviews, publicity announcements, reviews by and addresses to critics, private 
letters and other authorial and editorial discussions – ‘outside’ of the text in 
question” (Allen 103). The paratext functions in various ways. On a pragmatic level 
it is concerned with “the manner of the text’s existence: when published? by whom? 
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for what purpose?” (Allen 104). It also helps to “establish the text’s intentions: how it 
should be read, how it should not be read” (Allen 104). Paratexts can be 
‘autographic’, i.e. written by the author, or ‘allographic’, i.e. written by somebody 
else, who is not the author him- or herself (Allen 106). The question whether a 
paratext is autographic or allographic is sometimes crucial for the interpretation of a 
text, according to Genette (Allen 106). Moreover, “the correctness of the authorial 
(and secondarily, of the publisher’s) point of view is the implicit creed and 
spontaneous ideology of the paratext” (Genette, Paratexts 408). Genette differentiates 
between two types of titles, namely thematic titles and rhematic titles. The former is 
a title which refers to the subject with which the text is concerned; the latter refers 
“to the manner in which the text performs its intentions” (Allen 105); common 
rhematic titles are for example “A Novel” or “A Poem in Prose”. 
The last type of transtextuality, hypertextuality, involves “any relationship 
uniting a text B (which I shall call the hypertext) to an earlier text A (I shall, of course, 
call it the hypotext), upon which it is crafted in a manner that is not that of 
commentary”55 (Genette, Palimpsests 5; cf. Haßler 15). For Genette, “the hypertext 
necessarily gains in some way or another from the reader’s awareness of its 
signifying and determining relationships with its hypotext(s)” (Still/Worton 23). 
Allen points out that Genette’s definition of hypertextuality only “refers to forms of 
literature which are intentionally inter-textual” (Allen 108). This concept therefore 
forms a stark contrast to Kristeva’s and Bakhtin’s concept of the term. 
In his discussion of intertextuality, Michael Riffaterre (1924-2006) shifts the 
emphasis from intertextuality focussing on the production of the text to the 
reception of it (Holthuis 20). In Riffaterre’s definition, if the reader has to know other 
text(s) in order to grasp the meaning and/or significance of a given text, this is an 
‘intertext’ (Riffaterre 56). Orr characterises Riffaterre’s concept of intertext as 
                                                 
55 That means the “Beziehung eines Textes zweiten Grades zu seinem Prätext in verschiedenen Formen wie z.B. 
Plagiat, Nachahmung, Parodie oder Persiflage” (Schmitt 55). 
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‘syllepsis’ (Orr 37; cf. Allen 118). She thinks that this characterisation best fits 
“Riffaterre’s shared interest with Kristeva concerning the doubling of discourse that 
is poetic language on the one hand, and, on the other, their mutual regard for 
Saussure’s fascination with anagrams” (Orr 37). 
According to Riffaterre, textuality and intertextuality are inseparable. He 
postulates that intertextuality is “the web of functions that constitutes and regulates 
the relationships between text and intertext” (Riffaterre 57) and that intertextuality is 
the basis on which textuality is created (Still/Worton 25; cf. Weise 41). Weise 
comments on Riffaterre’s approach: 
Indem Texte auf vielerlei Weise einander bedingen und miteinander 
verzahnt sind, wird deutlich, daß ein Text niemals ganz autonom sein 
kann, sondern immer in ein Geflecht von Beziehungen zu anderen Texten 
eingebunden, immer selbst Intertext ist (Weise 41). 
For Riffaterre, the intertext consists mainly of (literary) pre-texts, whose reception is 
not “a straight process but rather ‘a seesaw scanning’ of the text” (Loeb 47). 
Allen explains that the basis for Riffaterre’s hypothesis is that “literary texts are 
not referential (mimetic)” (Allen 115). Their meaning is constructed from semiotic 
structures which themselves function as a web between their components (such as 
words, phrases, or images):  
The centrality of intertextuality in Riffaterre’s work is signalled by this 
anti-referential approach, since, as we have seen, intertextual theory argues 
that texts and signs refer not to the world or even primarily to concepts, 
but to other texts, other signs (Allen 115). 
However, Orr classifies his theory of reader response as problematic. Though 
acknowledging that “[p]rior knowledge, whether by readers or texts, remains the 
nub of a problem for intertextual research in general” (Orr 39), she criticises that 
Riffaterre 
delimits intertextuality to a heuristic-hermeneutic grid where the reader 
traces threads in its web to find not a minotaur in the labyrinth of 
meaning, but resolution of consistent patterns. […] His is the theory of 
intertextuality as riddle, or logogriph (Orr 39).  
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4.2.2 Intertextual Relations 
 
4.2.2.1 Intertextuality and the Author 
 
 
 
With regard to intertextuality and authors and readers, critics differentiate 
between ‘production-aesthetic’ intertextuality and ‘reception-aesthetic’ 
intertextuality, depending on whether the intertextual reference is established by the 
author during the act of composing and writing, or by the text receiver during the 
act of reading (Beck, Kuester and Kuester 45). In ‘production-aesthetic’ 
intertextuality, the author knowingly and willingly takes over content or structural 
elements from previous works (Beck, Kuester and Kuester 45). Heinemann explains 
that the text, as the result of a cognitive process, contains pre-texts which have been 
selected by the author and are used – together with other pieces of knowledge – to 
express a certain intention; this definition implies a conscious decision. 
Eco points out that it is possible for a text to contain imperceptible quotations 
which are not even realised by the author at the time of writing. He calls this the 
effect of artistic influence. However, there are quotations which the author her- or 
himself knows about but which she/he does not mark as such. If the reader of the 
text cannot grasp this unmarked quotation, this is called plagiarism (Eco, Streit 91; cf. 
Chapter 4.3.4). 
One can argue that every text contains intertextuality, as both the producer and 
the receiver fill it with their knowledge while producing or reading it. The main 
prerequisite for intertextuality is the knowledge about pre-texts which both the 
author and the reader of a text need. This knowledge has been gained from texts 
which are processed and saved communication events. The text recipient draws 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 70 – 
from them whenever necessary; this is an essential prerequisite for the 
understanding of an intertextually influenced text (Heinemann 31). The author 
creates the relation of a text to its pretexts by including traces of her or his reading 
consciously into her or his text so that the reader may recognise them (Stocker 9). 
The author thus automatically assumes that the reader of a text is not only able to 
acknowledge the intertextual references of a text, but is willing to pursue them 
(Stocker 9).  
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4.2.2.2 Intertextuality and the Reader 
 
 
Heinemann poses the question whether a text only becomes a text when it is 
read or understood or interpreted (Heinemann 33). I think that de Beaugrande and 
Dressler would answer this question with ‘yes’ as otherwise the communicative 
element which in their opinion is essential to a text would not be given. Haßler 
points out the interesting question whether it is necessary to always reconstruct the 
intention of the author or if texts might serve as intertexts with a different effect than 
intended by the author (Haßler 25). The different readers of a text will never have 
exactly the same (cultural/social) background; they will never have read exactly the 
same texts. It is impossible to describe the degree to which a reader deals with the 
text. 
Andererseits sind auch die Möglichkeiten der Beschreibung 
rezeptionsfördernder und rezeptionshemmender Faktoren wohl 
überschätzt worden. Rezeption einfach auf die Beeinflussungsmöglichkeit 
durch den Autor beziehen zu wollen [...], erscheint aus prinzipiellen 
Gründen zu einseitig und kaum auf sprachliche Formen beziehbar (Haßler 
25). 
There is disagreement among critics whether intertextuality is a quality which is 
inherent in the text or produced in contextualisation by the reader. Holthuis is of the 
latter opinion. She thinks that intertextual connections are motivated by the text. 
However, as we will see, intertextuality can only be accomplished in the interaction 
between the text producer and the text receiver and his or her knowledge and 
expectations (Holthuis 31). According to János Petőfi and Terry Olivi, textuality is 
“keine inhärente Eigenschaft verbaler Objekte” (Petőfi 184). The text producer or 
receiver sees in an object a ‘text’ if she/he thinks that the object is a unified and 
coherent whole produced with a communicative intention, as we have established 
earlier. Thus, taking up Petőfi and Olivi’s argument, Holthuis argues that 
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intertextuality cannot be a quality inherent in the text. Rather, one has to assume that 
intertextual connections may be triggered by the text but can be realised only in the 
interaction between text producer and receiver (Holthuis 31). 
Wolfgang Hallet assumes that contextualisation of a text by the reader is not 
only necessary, but unavoidable. He proposes three major theses: First of all, he 
states, no text can be fully understood on the mere basis of itself. Secondly, the 
contextual dimension of a text is its cultural dimension (Hallet 53). This means that 
texts which have been written earlier influence the current text in the same way as 
the current text influences its environment.56 Thirdly, the readers of a text are never a 
blank slate. They automatically compare what they are reading with what they 
already know. The readers put the text in relation to its environment (Hallet 54). 
This means that no text can be read just on its own, no text can be isolated from its 
context; otherwise the full meaning of a text cannot and will not be understood. 
Every text needs a context (Hallet 57), and context here is not restricted to other 
written texts: “’Intertextualitat’ [muss] im Grunde immer als ‘Intermedialität’ 
konzeptualisiert werden” (Hallet 59, my emphasis). The often proposed ‘close 
reading’ as a means to understand a text literally is not possible. To fully grasp a text 
and its meaning, a “co-reading der Texte des kulturellen Kontextes” (Hallet 64) is 
necessary. Haßler even goes so far as to state that with some texts, recognition of 
what she calls “texts within a text” is a major prerequisite to understand a text at all 
(Haßler 48). When it comes to understanding a text through intertextuality, she 
differentiates three stages. The first stage is recognition; the second is understanding 
and the third interpretation (Haßler 49). Stocker proposes that reading is a process 
which is directed by the written text. “Das konzeptuelle Gegenstück zur 
Leserlenkung” he explains, “ist die Textverarbeitung: Der Text lenkt den Leser, der 
Leser verarbeitet den Text” (Stocker 93). Thus, intertextuality means that a text is 
processed in such a way that a new text is developed. 
                                                 
56 “Doppelgerichtheit der kulturellen Textelemente” (Hebel 16). 
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Da jede Intertextualität einen Autor involviert, der von einem fremden zu 
einem eigenen Text gelangt, und gleichzeitig auch einen Leser, der von 
diesem Text auf einen fremden zurückgeführt wird, sind die intertextuelle 
Kommunikation und die intertextuelle Lektüre komplementäre 
Bestandteile eines einzigen rezeptionsbezogenen Intertextualitätmodells 
(Stocker 93f.). 
The text user is forced to ‘jump’ between different pre-texts when interpreting any 
given text in order to discover the ways in which the given text refers to its pre-texts 
(Allen 1). An analysis based solely on a given text itself would thus not be possible. 
Still and Worton explain that “[t]he theory of intertextuality insists that a text […] 
cannot exist as a hermetic or self-sufficient whole, and so does not function as a 
closed system” (Still/Worton 1, my emphasis). They support their thesis with the 
help of two arguments. First, the producer of a text is always also the receiver of 
other, earlier texts. Thus one can assume that any “work of art is inevitably shot 
through with references, quotations and influences of every kind” (Still/Worton 1), 
influence here being not conscious. Second, a text can only be grasped by means of 
reading. “What is produced at the moment of reading is due to cross-fertilisation of the 
packaged textual material […] by all the texts the reader brings to it” (Still/Worton 
1f.; my emphasis). Therefore, a text is the product of the reader’s experience and the 
actual written text which itself was written by an author influenced by her or his 
experience as a reader. The text, Leitch explains, “is not an autonomous or unified 
object, but a set of relations with other texts” (Leitch 59). The phenomenon of texts 
within texts, Haßler argues, 
verweist auf Abhängigkeiten und Kohärenzbrüche, deren Markiertheit 
ebenso problematisch ist wie ihr Beitrag zur Verstehensvorgabe des Textes 
und damit zur Konstituierung des Textsinns (Haßler 11).  
The recipients of a text use their own knowledge and pre-texts in order to 
reconstruct the meaning of a text as intended by the author (Heinemann 30). Haßler 
speaks of ‘textual recycling’ and explains that not only catchwords and phrases are 
repeated, but “spezifische sinnkonstitutive Relationen zwischen Lexemen, die durch 
einen Bezugstext geprägt wurden” (Haßler 24).   
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4.2.2.3 Intertextuality and the Text 
 
 
 
One of the main questions in the theory of intertextuality, namely whether 
intertextuality is a single phenomenon only applicable to certain texts rather than a 
quality which is applicable to every text, seems to be answered: “Every text is 
intertext” (Leitch 59; my emphasis). Weise also argues that every text has a 
‘predecessor’57 (Weise 39) which it refers to.58 This reference can take place either on 
a formal or structural level, or on the level of content. Weise consequently defines 
two dimensions of intertextuality: a horizontal dimension and a vertical dimension. 
While the first one is an associative level which deals with the text from a semantic 
angle, the second one deals with the classification of a text and its assignment to a 
certain text type. The horizontal dimension “nutzt Intertextualität als Möglichkeit 
des Bedeutungs- bzw. Sinnaufbaus eines Textes unter Rückgriff auf Elemente, 
Situations- und Sinnzusammenhänge früherer Texte” (Weise 39). For Basil Hatim 
and Jeremy Munday, horizontal intertextuality denotes a “concrete reference to, or 
straight quotation from, other texts” (Hatim/Munday 87), while vertical 
intertextuality is more than that. It adds a new dimension to the quoted text namely: 
 clarity of expression and accessibility of the intention (a text matter), 
 the conventionality governing this mode of political speaking (genre), [or] 
 the sense of commitment to a cause conveyed (discourse) (Hatim/Munday 87). 
Hatim and Munday point out that intertextuality is essential to the establishment of 
text types. A summary or commentary, for instance, “conjure[s] up images of other 
texts, much in the same way as signs point us in the direction of what they refer to” 
                                                 
57 In what follows, the texts to which another refers, the source so to speak, will be referred to as ‘pre-texts’, 
while the later text will be referred to as ‘post-text’. This excludes of course direct quotes from other critics who 
prefer a different terminology. 
58 If so, then what was the first text’s predecessor? I think that this argument is too general. 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 75 – 
(Hatim / Munday 296). The two dimensions as defined by Krause are quite similar to 
the ones defined by Weise, Hatim and Munday: both sets of dimensions differentiate 
between the concrete reference and the reference to a greater context. He 
differentiates between two types of intertextuality: syntagmatic and paradigmatic 
intertextuality. Syntagmatic intertextuality deals with the actual reference to pre- 
and post-texts while paradigmatic intertextuality is defined as “Beziehungen 
zwischen Textexemplaren nach ihren gemeinsamen Eigenschaften wie Bedeutung, 
Funktion, Gattungsmerkmalen und Strukturen” (W.D. Krause, cited after 
Heinemann 25).  
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4.2.2.4 Intertextuality and Culture 
 
 
 
With regard to culture, Heinemann suggests that intertextuality is a text 
property which is essential for the survival of a society’s culture (Heinemann 22). 
Lachmann assesses the importance of intertextuality in a similar way. She states that 
intertextuality shows the constant re-writing59 of a culture which defines itself as a 
culture of books and signs. In this re-writing, the culture re-defines itself – it thus 
becomes a significant part of the cultural act of memorising (Lachmann, Gedächtnis 
und Literatur 36). Intertextuality consists of a legacy and is at the same time part of a 
new legacy: every text can be seen not only as the result of transformation but also as 
the starting point for it (Haßler 14). Compagnon even claims that the process of 
writing is a process of quoting (Compagnon 9).  
Haßler says that referring to other authors serves different purposes: it can be 
intended as a mere review, as reverence, or as acknowledgement of authority 
(Haßler 11). It can also express the wish to follow a series or tradition of texts 
(Haßler 12), to acknowledge the discourse of one’s culture as stated above. We will 
discuss the function of intertextuality later in more detail. Haßler points out that 
without repetition in that sense, culture would not be possible, “denn alle 
Ausdrucksformen von Kultur setzen eine zeitliche Synthese voraus, eine Zeit, die 
über sich hinausweist, indem sie Ausdrucksformen in bereits Vorliegendem findet” 
(Haßler 12). 
In summary we can say the following. Intertextuality denotes the reference of 
one text to another or several others. This can take several forms to which we will 
                                                 
59 ‘Re-writing’ here means “Immer-Wieder-Sich-Neu- und Umschreiben” (Lachmann, Gedächtnis und Literatur 
36). 
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come later in more detail. Literature free from intertextuality is not possible, the 
‘original thought’ does not exist as every author is also a reader of literature and 
both reading and living experience influence the writer in who she/he is, and who 
she/he is influences what she/he writes. The reader of one text is also the reader of 
other texts. In her or his interpretation of a text, the reader brings in all the 
experiences gained from other texts, life and the culture in which she/he has been 
brought up, which makes it impossible for two individuals to interpret one text in 
the same way. Consequently, the author who consciously plants intertextual 
references in her or his text must count on the reader’s knowledge of them. The 
sharing of common ground is the main prerequisite for intended intertextuality to 
work (cf. Weise 40). 
Though originally a discipline of linguistics, the theory of intertextuality is 
mainly popular in literary studies today. Here, it is usually used as an instrument to 
analyse larger text forms such as novels and short stories.60 Intertextual analysis of 
‘smaller’ text forms such as poetry are less common as they often provide less room 
for intertextual references. Dylan Thomas’s sonnets form an exception in this respect 
as they are flooded with intertextual references. One task of this thesis will be to 
analyse the pre-texts found and analyse their manifestation in the “Altarwise by owl-
light” sonnets. 
  
                                                 
60 Cowart, for instance, analyses the intertextual relation between Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre and Jean Rhys’ 
Wide Sargasso Sea. 
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4.3 Forms 
 
 
 
In the following chapter I will show that there are several possible typologies 
for intertextuality. I will present them briefly and then focus on Stocker’s definition 
in more detail as it is the most differentiated one. 
There are several types of relations between texts which have been examined in 
the studies of literature and linguistics, such as quotation, allusion, translation, 
parody, and plagiarism (cf. Heinemann 22); Weise further considers paraphrase, the 
assembly of text parts and travesty (Weise 39f.). Oraić Tolić defines four forms of 
intertextuality according to the nature of the relationship between the pre- and the 
post-text. If the texts are disparate, Oraić Tolić speaks of an exclusion or intertextual 
exclusivity. An example of this is allusion. If the pre-text includes the post-text, this 
is called intertextual inclusion, examples of this being stylisation or parody. Oraić 
Tolić speaks of intertextual intersection, if the pre- and post-text share an 
interception point. This is the case with topoi and syntony. If the pre- and post-text 
are in accordance, this is an intertextual equivalence as is the case with quotations 
(Oraić Tolić 25).  
Holthuis differentiates between forms of intertextuality which are concerned 
with the surface structure of the text (quotation) and those which are concerned with 
the deep structure of the text (allusion and transformations such as paraphrase or 
summary) (Holthuis 92). Allusion and paraphrase are semantically organised, which 
means they are “als Text-Textwelt (semantische Texttransformationen) oder 
Textwelt-Textwelt-Referenzen (bestimmte Allusionen) zu verstehen [...] und [geben] 
den Referenztext nicht oder transformierend wieder[...]” (Holthuis 92). Weise 
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suggests that literary (Post-) Modernism is characterised by the escalation of 
intertextual references. Narrative structures are broken up by constant allusions and 
by the insertion of parodies and travesties. Weise poses that there is not just one text 
but a mosaic of texts behind which the author hides (Weise 45).  
Stocker says that a literary phenomenon can be called ‘intertextual’, if it is 
based upon the relationship between two or more texts which is classified as 
palintextual, metatextual, hypertextual, similtextual, themetextual or demotextual 
(Stocker 50): 
Zitat und Anspielung gehören seit jeher zur Kernzone dessen, was als 
intertextuell gilt. Um diese Kernzone terminologisch klar vom weiten Feld 
der Intertextualität abzugrenzen, wird sie hier als ‘Palintextualität‘ 
bezeichnet. Wie das Präfix ‘palin-‘ zeigen soll, fungiert die Wiederholung als 
wesentliche Bestimmungsgröße dieser Intertextualitätsform. Ein Zitat ist 
die Wiederholung (‘énonciacion répétante‘) einer Äußerung (‘énoncé 
répété‘) (Stocker 51). 
A relationship between two or more texts is called ‘palintextual’ if one text quotes 
specific elements of another text (or other texts) in exact wording or in modified 
form (Stocker 54). Stocker understands metatextuality in the sense of Genette – as a 
form of intertextuality which is differentiated from palintextuality by the fact that it 
does not express something with the words of another text but talks about the other 
text, for example in critical literature (Stocker 55): “Wenn ein Text (palintextuell) 
zitiert wird, werden die zitierten Wörter nicht benannt, sondern gebraucht” (Stocker 
58). The quotation belongs to the category of palintextuality. The main characteristic 
of this kind of intertextuality is repetition (Stocker 51). Stocker observes, “Eine 
Beziehung zwischen zwei Texten ist genau dann palintextuell, wenn der Text 
(‘Palintext’) spezifische Elemente eines anderen oder mehrerer anderer [...] Texte 
(‘Prätexte’) im Wortlaut oder in abgewandelter Form zitiert” (Stocker 54).  
The relationship between two or more texts is called ‘metatextual’, then, if one 
or more texts are the topic of discussion in another text (Stocker 58): 
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Wo in einem Metatext Wörter aus dem thematisierten Text vorkommen, 
handelt es sich nicht um einen zitierenden Gebrauch, sondern um eine 
metasprachliche Nennung oder Benennung. [...] Definitorisch lassen sich 
Meta- und Palintextualität nun dadurch unterscheiden, daß die 
Verwendung von Ausdrücken aus dem Prätext für Palintextualität ein 
notwendiges Merkmal (‘Zitieren’), für Metatextualität nur ein 
akzidentielles Merkmal (als Bestandteil des Thematisierens) darstellt 
(Stocker 58). 
One form of metatextuality is annotation. According to Stocker, annotations do not 
actually belong to the text, but are irresolvably connected to it. They are what 
Genette calls ‘paratext’: 
Der Paratext bildet die Schwelle zwischen Kerntext (meistens kurz: ‘Text‘) 
und Extratextuellem, die den Kerntext erst zugänglich macht, oder, wie 
Genette sagt, den Text präsentiert und ihm Präsenz verleiht. Dazu gehören 
neben der Anmerkung auch der Buchtitel, der Autorname, das Vorwort, 
Motti, Widmungen, Zwischentitel, Waschzettel und Klappentext, die 
insgesamt ‘Peritext‘ genannt werden, weil sie unmittelbar zum Text 
gehören und mit diesem zusammen als Buch eine Einheit bilden. 
Außerhalb des Buches lagert sich der ‘Epitext‘ an: mit 
Buchhandlungsprospekten, Zeitungsinseraten, Selbstkommentaren des 
Autors in den Medien (öffentlicher Epitext) und den Tagebüchern sowie 
der Korrespondenz des Autors (Testimonien) (Stocker 59). 
Other forms of peritexts are comments, blurbs, or epitexts. They are not part of the 
proper text; however, they are all instances of metatextuality (Stocker 59). 
Stocker calls the relation between two texts ‘hypertextual’ if one text imitates 
the other in a very apparent way (Stocker 60). Hypertexts are imitations, “die gegen 
das von der ‘imitatio’-Lehre vertretene Dissimulations-Postulat verstoßen” (Stocker 
61). With ‘similtextuality’, one text imitates (writing) styles, genres, or poetic 
patterns in a very apparent way (Stocker 64). 
A ‘themetextual’ text makes (writing) styles, genres, or poetic patterns the 
subject of discussion (Stocker 68). A ‘demotextual’ text, then, uses these patterns 
demonstratively. Stocker summarises the above explained types of intertextuality 
with the help of the following table (cf. Stocker 69): 
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Mode 
Scope 
quote thematise imitate 
single text palintextuality metatextuality hypertextuality 
text type demotextuality themetextuality similtextuality 
 
However, Stocker points out: “Nur eines kann diese Klassifikation nicht sein: 
disjunktiv, in einer Weise, die für eine deutliche Zuordnung jedes intertextuellen 
Phänomens zu genau einer und nur einer einzigen Intertextualitätsform Gewähr 
leistet” (Stocker 71). It is necessary to see that a literary text is not just one or the 
other; it can be one as well as the other. Yet, it is always one more than the other: 
“Gerade diese Gradierbarkeit, auf die bei strikt klassifikatorischer Verwendung 
klassifikatorischer Begriffe verzichtet werden müßte, ist von unschätzbarem 
deskriptivem Wert” (Stocker 71). In summary, it can be said that a text is called 
‘intertextual’, if it quotes and/or thematises and/or imitates another or other texts 
and/or if it quotes and/or thematises and/or imitates poetical patterns (Stocker 72). 
When we now take a look at the different forms of intertextuality, it seems 
advisable to start with the quotation61, as it is possibly the most often analysed form 
and may to some extent be said to be the most easily identifiable one. 
  
                                                 
61 In German critical literature, the equivalent ‘Zitat’ is, especially in linguistic contexts, also often referred to as 
‘Redewiedergabe’ (cf. Brendel, Meibauer, and Steinbach 6). Literature in English uses the terms ‘quotation’ and 
‘citation’ interchangeably. 
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4.3.1 Quotation 
 
 
 
Every book is a quotation; 
and every house is a quotation out of all forests, and mines, and stone quarries; 
and every man is a quotation from all ancestors. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson62 
 
 
 
The form of intertextuality which has been analysed the most is the quotation. 
The quotation can be placed in several positions within a text: it may be in the title, 
in the preface, and in the text proper. If the quotation is a so-called short quote, it is 
especially effective as it fulfils two effects, namely an intertextual as well as an 
interpersonal aspect (Weise 41).  
The relation between intertextuality and quotation is a simple one: every 
quotation is a form of intertextuality, but not every form of intertextuality is a 
quotation (Zima 299). Quotation is the ‘proto-type’, the best possible example for the 
transition or translation of linguistic signs, i.e. intertextuality (Plett, 
“Intertextualities” 7). Stocker points out that quotation and allusion lie at the very 
heart of intertextuality. “Sie stehen damit genau dort, wo die Intertextualitätstheorie 
durch nuanciertes Differenzieren und textnahes Arbeiten an literarischen Details für 
die nötige ‘Tiefe’ des theoretischen Entwurfs zu sorgen hat” (Stocker 21). Plett calls 
quotations the “model case” for intertextual references (Plett, “Intertextualities” 7). 
The quotation belongs to the category of palintextuality whose main characteristic is 
repetition (Stocker 51).  
Plett explains the different structural elements which need to be taken into 
                                                 
62 Emerson 339. 
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consideration when analysing a quotation. As we will see later, these elements also 
prove helpful in the analysis of other forms of intertextuality. To simplify matters, I 
will introduce these elements here in order to establish a consistent terminology for 
later analyses. Plett defines three major elements for the analysis of a quotation: 
(1) the quotation text (T1), i.e. the text in which the quotation occurs (= 
‘target text’); 
(2) the pre-text (T2), i.e. the text from which the quotation is taken (= 
‘source text); 
(3) the quotation proper (Q) (Plett, “Intertextualities” 8). 
The quantity in which Q occurs may vary from smaller morphological and 
syntactical units to larger parts or even whole texts (Plett, “Intertextualities” 9). A 
quotation always occurs in two contexts which are by definition non-identical, 
namely the context of T1 (C1), and the context of the pre-text T2 (C2). When the 
quotation is transferred from C2 to C1, i.e. into a new context/environment, a conflict 
may arise which can be described as interference. “An interference of codes takes 
place, when quotation and context C1 differ with regard to language, dialect, 
sociolect, register, spelling, prosody, etc.” (Plett, “Intertextualities” 11). In these 
cases, Plett speaks of interlingual, diatopic, diastratic, graphemic, and prosodial 
interference (Plett, “The Poetics of Quotation” 320)63. Plett explains that 
A quotation reveals several unmistakable characteristics which distinguish 
it as such. Its most obvious feature probably is intertextual repetition: a 
pre-text is reproduced in a subsequent text. Another feature of the 
quotation is its segmental character, for, as a rule, the pre-text is not 
reproduced entirely, but only partially, as pars pro toto. It follows, thirdly, 
that the quotation is essentially never self-sufficient, but represents a 
derivative textual segment. As such it, fourthly, does not constitute an 
organic part of the text, but a removable alien element, or, to put it 
differently, an improprie-segment replacing an original proprie-segment 
(Plett, “Poetics” 315). 
In his definition of quotations, Ulrich Schneider (Die Funktion der Zitate im Ulysses 
von James Joyce) excludes so called quotations of contents or of motifs and confines 
himself to the analysis of literal quotations (Schneider 9), as does Stefan Morawski 
                                                 
63 Hereafter abbreviated as “Poetics”. 
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(“The Aesthetic Views of Marx and Engels”). Michael Metschies on the other hand 
also includes passages which have been altered with regard to word order, use of 
synonyms and paraphrases (Metschies 5). Hebel summarises the various definitions 
of quotations and concludes that the majority of the critical works just mentioned 
betrachtet nur ‘eine mehr oder weniger wörtlich angeführte Textstelle oder 
Äußerung’ als ein Zitat im eigentlichen Sinne; Abweichungen werden 
jedoch häufig als zusätzlich sinnkonstitutiv gewertet. Nahezu alle Studien 
insistieren darüber hinaus auf einer Markierung des Textelements als Zitat 
durch ‘Zitatsignale’. Zwar gehen nicht alle Interpreten so weit wie Becker-
Frank, die ‘Anführungszeichen und Namensnennung des Verfassers’ 
fordert, doch besteht eine Mehrzahl auf einen deutlichen Unterschied 
zwischen offenbaren und kryptischen Zitaten (Hebel 38f.). 
Quotations are probably the most obvious type of reference to a pre-text. In his 
intertextual theory, Genette defines quotation as the most concise form of 
transtextuality (cf. Chapter 4.2.4). Holthuis observes that the definitions of 
quotations can be divided into two major categories. On the one hand there are post-
structuralist approaches for which any form of intertextuality may in some way be 
understood as quotation and texts are defined as ‘mosaics of quotations’. Holthuis 
speaks of a “‘universalen’ Zitatbegriff” (Holthuis 94). Orr refers to Kellett to go even 
one step further: “In one sense all, or practically all, our writing is quotation” (Kellett 
14, cited after Orr 133). I would not go as far, unless one argues that all writing is 
citing one’s thoughts. On the other hand, we have more restrictive definitions which 
only define special strategies of reference as quotation (Holthuis 94). These 
definitions are based on the construction of an ideal model of a quotation which is 
not altered and at the same time marked, and which can be labelled ‘literal 
quotation’ (Holthuis 95). Böhn suggests that 
Das Zitat verweist auf das Zitierte, wobei grundsätzlich offen bleibt, wie 
weit dieser Verweis reicht: ob nur auf das zitierte Zeichen bzw. eine 
frühere Verwendung dieses Zeichens oder auch auf das von diesem 
Zeichen Bezeichnete (seine Bedeutung) bzw. die konkrete Konstellation 
von Zeichen und Bedeutung in einer früheren Äußerungssituation (Böhn, 
Das Formzitat 36f.). 
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The illocutionary act of a quotation differs from its illocutionary act within the pre-
text. The quotation does not refer to the same instances as the pre-text; it refers to the 
pre-text (Böhn, “Formzitate” 11).  
Orr explains that a “quotation openly states and acknowledges its status as 
borrower and borrowing” (Orr 130). There are a lot of forms of quotations that are 
both very memorable as well as very common: mottoes, adages, apophthegma, 
axioms, proverbs, epigrams, maxims, and slogans (cf. Orr 133).  
Holthuis defines five main types of quotation according to the combination of 
quantity and quality of the quoted text passages: 
a) the quotation is complete and not altered, that is a text is repeated and embedded 
into the new context as a whole; 
b) the text is repeated as a whole but in modified form; 
c) the quotation is a part of a larger text which is repeated without alteration; 
d) the repetition is partial and modified; 
e) “als Sonderform von b) die totale und quasi-nicht-modifizierte Wiederholung einer 
oder mehrerer formaler Textebenen (phonetisch, syntaktisch) als Referenztext (T2)” 
(Holthuis 98ff.). 
According to Plett, “[t]he surface structure of citational deviations can be 
described in terms of transformation” (Plett, “Intertextualities” 9). Types of 
transformation are addition, subtraction, substitution, permutation, repetition. 
Stefan Morawski (1970) differentiates three types of quotations: the authorative 
quotation, the erudite quotation, and the ornamental quotation. An authorative 
quotation “occurs in communicative situations that impose on the sender an 
obligation to quote” (Plett, “Intertextualities” 13). Plett explains that such 
“communicative situations are closely attached to social institutions; hence the 
quotation act assumes a ritualized character” (Plett, “Poetics”, 323). Examples of 
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such social institutions are legal proceedings.64 Gutenberg and Poole stress the 
importance of authorative quotes for the cultural memory of a society and the 
special position of those who were able to quote authorative texts: 
Kulturgeschichtlich betrachtet diente das (Re)Zitieren kanonischer und 
heiliger Texte, eine Form instutionalisierter Mnemotechnik, der 
Fundierung des kulturellen Gedächtnisses. Eine klassische Machts- bzw. 
Autoritätsposition kam dabei nicht nur dem zitierten Text und dem 
angenommenen Urheber zu, sondern auch den zitierenden Personen als 
einer geistigen Führungselite, die beim traditionellerweise beschränkten 
Zugang zum Zitieren privilegiert waren (Gutenberg and Poole, 23). 
Erudite quotations usually occur in academic surroundings when one scholastic text 
refers to other scholastic text(s). This relies on the authority of the quoted text but it 
also allows criticism of the source text or its authority. 
The ornamental quote is used in letters, advertisements, essays, ceremonial 
addresses, obituaries, feuilletons, etc. It “is even less subordinate to the normative 
forces of a communicative situation. Its spectrum of application is broad, for it 
includes numerous kinds of occasional discourse” (Plett, “Poetics” 323). One should 
note that the communicative act of these texts does not fail should the quotation be 
omitted; the basic information is still transported. Ornamental quotes “only serve as 
decorative embellishments added to the substance of a text” (Plett, 
“Intertextualities” 14). 
Plett adds to this enumeration the poetic quotation, which does not have a 
practical purpose. However, if a poetic quotation is cited in a non-poetical text, for 
example “when a politician, a journalist or a salesman employs a poetic quotation in 
a non-poetic text” (Plett, “Poetics” 324), the quotation is de-poeticised and achieves 
practical purpose (Plett, “Intertextualities” 14), i.e. the quotation is “divested of its 
autoelic function and invested with the practical function of the respective quotation 
                                                 
64 For instance, you may be familiar with the Miranda Warning (also referred to as Miranda Rights) from many 
US American crime TV shows, which law police officers are obliged to quote when arresting a suspect: “You 
have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have 
the right to speak to an attorney, and to have an attorney present during any questioning. If you cannot afford a 
lawyer, one will be provided for you at government expense” (cf. Ernest Arthur Miranda v. Arizona, 384 U.S. 
436). 
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context” (Plett, “Poetics” 324). Plett suggests the following overview to distinguish 
the different types of quotations according to their contexts (Plett, “Poetics” 324): 
 
 Context 1 (C1) Context 2 (C2) Quotation 
a non-poetic non-poetic non-poetic 
b non-poetic poetic de-poeticised 
c poetic non-poetic poeticised 
c poetic poetic poetic 
 
In the context of quotation, the function of the marker is quite pragmatic: it helps to 
identify the intertextual reference, “wobei allerdings davon auszugehen ist, daß die 
Referenz, je nach Explizitheitsgrad, mehr oder weniger eindeutig herzustellen ist” 
(Holthuis 108). Holthuis differentiates between explicit markers, quasi-explicit 
markers, and implicit markers. She defines explicit markers as the standardised use 
of graphotextual indicators as well as bibliographical references which together 
classify the quotation as such. Zima points out that in science and law, a quotation 
must be clearly marked. That way, one obeys a standard which is common in these 
areas (Zima 297).65 Quasi-explicit markers are those which are not complete. This 
might occur when a text gives just partial bibliographic references such as the 
author’s name or the title of the work, but the quoted text is not directly marked in 
T1. Implicit markers “resultieren im allgemeinen aus textuellen oder kontextuellen 
Eigenschaften und sind in erster Linie aus der spezifischen Disposition des Textes 
selbst zu erschließen” (Holthuis 110). 
When it comes to marking a quotation, Oraić Tolić differentiates between outer 
markers and inner markers. Outer markers can be the use of quotation marks or of a 
different font. Inner markers can be the specification of the author or the title or the 
use of motifs, figures, and styles (Oraić Tolić 31). Plett also differentiates between 
                                                 
65 However, in fictional or poetic literature, this norm is more flexible, this kind of literature can use quotations 
in a playful manner (Zima 297f.). 
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explicit and implicit markers but his definitions differ slightly from Holthuis’. In his 
ddefinition, explicit markers indicate a quoted text directly. This can either by 
achieved by a phrase such as ‘I quote’ or ‘quote – unquote’, or by naming the 
respective pre-text. It should be noted that “opposed to these intratextual markers, 
notes, marginal glosses, source indices, prefaces and postscripts as well as 
commentaries are located outside the text proper” (Plett, “Poetics” 321). Implicit 
markers, on the other hand, are “either features inherent in or added to a quotation” 
(Plett, “Intertextualities” 12). This can take place on a phonological or on a 
graphemic level (Plett, “Intertextualities” 12). On the phonological level, pauses 
before and after a quotation may mark it as such. On the graphemic level, one might 
use inverted commas, colons, italics or empty spaces (Plett, “Poetics” 321). However, 
these are not unambiguous “as they do not only signal quotations but other textual 
features as well (for instance, inverted commas also signal irony, colon and inverted 
commas signal direct speech)” (Plett, “Poetics” 321; cf. Brendel, Meibauer & 
Steinbach 6). Brendel, Meibauer, and Steinbach point out that inverted commas are 
neither necessary nor sufficient to mark a quotation (Brendel, Meibauer, and 
Steinbach 6): “In der gesprochenen Sprache gibt es mimische und intonatorische 
Mittel, die als Korrelate des Anführungszeichens gelten können” (Brendel, Meibauer 
& Steinbach 9). For Böhn, inverted commas are a “vollkommen konventionalisiertes 
und daher unmißverständliches Mittel zur Kennzeichnung von Zitaten” (Böhn, Das 
Formzitat 33). As Wheeler says,  
A quotation is an identifiable word, phrase or passage taken from an 
adopted text. A marked quotation is one whose nature is indicated by means 
of punctuation or typography, whereas an unmarked quotation is one whose 
nature is not thus indicated (Wheeler 2). 
The quoting of persons, characters or titles not only refers to text external points of 
reference. They also help the quotation text to develop a deep structure. A quotation 
can be characterised as a “stichwortartig angedeutetes Bruchstück” (Höhler 48). As a 
fragment, it is definite and definable and it stands likewise for a definite and 
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definable whole. The quotation thus “speist das verweisende Textelement den 
Bezugspunkt über sich selbst hinaus in den zitierenden Text ein; das zitathafte 
Element ‘verweist metonymisch auf den Kontext, dem es entspringt’” (Hebel 40). 
The quotation is therefore a point of contact between the individual text and its 
intertexts,  
eine Perspektive, die Probleme der Wörtlichkeitsbedingung, der textuellen 
Integration oder des Fremdkörperstatus sekundär werden läßt und 
Ausgangspunkte für literatursoziologische und rezeptionsgeschichtliche 
Fragestellungen bietet (Hebel 41). 
Oraić Tolić explains that “[i]nterliterarische oder literarische Zitate finden sich in 
jedem Text, in jedem künstlerischen Stil, in jeder Kultur, so daß sie als dominante 
Form zitathafter Kommunikation in der literarischen Kunst überhaupt aufgefasst 
werden können” (Oraić Tolić 49). Quotations in poetic texts are usually altered and 
may thus be used to add new meaning to ‘old’ texts (Plett, “Intertextualities” 9). A 
quotation’s position may be in the title, the preface or in the main part of the text. 
Weise explains that a short quotation in the title of a text is special as its effect has an 
intertextual as well as an interpersonal aspect (Weise 41). Herman Meyer thinks as 
that a quotation as a “dem Erzählwerk eingefügte[r] Fremdkörper” (H. Meyer 9) is a 
design element in the “freien Souveränität des Erzählers” which needs to be 
analysed especially with regard to the linguistic-artistic integration (H. Meyer 17). 
Plett observes that the speaker or writer who makes use of a quotation does so 
with certain intentions. “These intentions are in their turn modified by the 
conventions of the chosen communicative situation” (Plett, “Intertextualities” 13; cf. 
Plett, “Poetics” 323). The receiver or reader of a text, on the other hand, may or may 
not notice the quotation when she/he reads or hears one. “If he overlooks them, the 
text misses its purpose which consists in opening up dialogues between pre-texts 
and quotation texts” (Plett, “Poetics” 325). Both sender and receiver of a quotation 
must have “sufficient knowledge of literary history. This knowledge is stored in 
three types of memory depositories which mark the three stages in the progress of 
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civilisation: 1. individual, 2. printed, and 3. electronic” (Plett, “Intertextualities” 15). 
Plett calls this “memory depositories” (Plett, “Intertextualities” 15). He further 
defines three stages of perception. The first stage is defined as the “[d]isintegration 
of the perceptional continuum (quotation context) by the intrusion of an alien 
element (quotation)” (Plett, “Intertextualities” 16). The second stage is characterised 
by the “[v]erification (and interpretation) of the alien element (quotation) by a 
digression into ‘textual archaeology’ (pre-text)”, while the third stage is the 
“[r]eintegration of the alien element (quotation) and resumption of the perceptional 
continuum (quotation context) on an advanced (enriched) level of awareness” (Plett, 
“Intertextualities” 16). However, there is the possibility of stagnation if a text is 
quoted so often that it becomes too well known and the user does not even 
remember the original text T2 and the original context C2. “The quotations then 
become autonomous language units and assume the status of adagia and aphorisms” 
(Plett, “Intertextualities” 16f.). 
Plett defines six categories according to which quotations can be analysed: 
quantity, quality, distribution, frequency, author, and genre. As mentioned above, 
the quantity of quotations may vary greatly. They may be as small as a 
morphological unit and as extensive as a whole text, though this is the exception 
rather than the rule. Holthuis adds, 
Auch wenn Wiederholungen etwa einzelner formal-semiotischer Einheiten 
(Grapheme, Phoneme) damit nicht als Zitate gelten, bleibt dem 
Bezugsspektrum auf linearisierte Komponenten des Referenztextes damit 
ein weites Feld, das neben grammatischen Einheiten unterschiedlicher 
Komplexität (Syntagmen, vollständige Sätze, Paragraphen) auch rein 
formale Komponenten zu berücksichtigen hat, zum Beispiel die 
Wiederholung einer charakteristischen visuellen oder lautlichen Struktur 
(Holthuis 97). 
Two levels of intertextual deviations must be distinguished: expression and content, 
or, as Plett suggests surface and deep structure (Plett, “Poetics” 315). The surface 
structure of intertextual deviations  
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can be described in terms of transformations. These are basically identical 
with the types of transformations used in stylistic theory and generative 
transformational grammar, the only difference being that their present 
field of application is defined in intertextual terms (Plett, “Poetics” 316).  
The deep structure of intertextual deviations on the other hand “resembles that of 
tropification, since the resulting text always lends itself to two interpretations, 
namely a literal and a non-literal one, the latter, as opposed to the former, taking 
into account the feature of quotation” (Plett, “Poetics” 316). Plett concludes that a 
quotation is thus twice encoded.66 
A further category which should be taken into consideration when analysing a 
quotation is distribution, which can be described as the quotation’s position within 
T1. For Plett, the most prominent positions of a quotation are the beginning, the end, 
or the middle of a text. 
It is also important to analyse how frequently a text quotes. 
If only few quotations occur within a text, their impact on its structure and 
meaning is comparatively insignificant. In this case the determining 
influence of the quotational context proves stronger than that of the 
quotations themselves. The situation, however, changes, when the pre-text 
interpolations increase in FREQUENCY (Plett, “Poetics” 318). 
Plett observes that the question of origin of quotations is one which concerns both 
the pre-text and its author. He proposes the following classification: ‘other-
quotation’67 or ‘hetero-quotations’ are quotations which the author of T1 has taken 
from T2s which she/he herself/himself did not write in contrast to ‘self-quotation’68 or 
‘auto-citation’ in which the author of T1 quotes from his or her own works. He 
further distinguishes ‘feigned quotations’ or ‘pseudo-citations’, in which an author is 
just pretending to be quoting from certain texts (Plett, “Poetics” 319). The last 
                                                 
66 At this point Plett introduces two further forms of intertextuality, allusion (cf. Chapter 4.3.2) and paraphrase: 
“Both of them share the feature that their reference to a pre-text is primarily semantic. This means they are 
related to the original text mainly by the deep structure, not by the surface structure, the latter being an essential 
feature of quotation. Hence allusion and paraphrase represent types of non-literal text reproduction” (Plett, 
“Poetics” 317). 
67 “Fremdzitat” (Plett, “Poetics” 319). 
68 “Selbstzitat” (Plett, “Poetics” 319). 
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category is the genre of a quotation. It may either be identical with the genre of the 
pre-text or differ from it (Plett, “Poetics” 320). 
In the analysis of Dylan Thomas’s sonnets, I will use the term ‘quotation’ in the 
sense of a ‘marked word-for-word adaptation’, i.e. a piece of text taken over into 
Thomas’s text without alteration. As Böhn points out the relation between a 
quotation and its pre-text is characterised by the link between imitation and 
variation, imitation in this context being the quotation proper and the variation 
being the new context of that given quote: “Die Relation zwischen Text und Prätext 
ist von funktionaler Notwendigkeit für den Text und muß daher vom Leser bemerkt 
werden, wenn von ‘Zitieren’ die Rede sein soll” (Böhn, “Formzitate” 10). That means 
that these instances of intertextuality in Thomas’s sonnets are either clearly marked 
as quotations or refer to passages or characters so well-known that a marking would 
be superfluous as it is registered by the reader to be a quotation in any case. 
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4.3.2 Allusion 
 
 
 
A second form of intertextuality is allusion. Allusion is defined as “a passing 
reference, without explicit identification, to a literary or historical person, place, or 
event, or to another literary work or passage” (Abrams 12). This definition already 
points out the biggest problem which arises with allusions: as they are “not 
explicitly identified, they imply a fund of knowledge that is shared by an author and 
the audience for whom the author writes” (Abrams 12). Whether an allusion is 
recognised depends on the knowledge of the reader. Does she/he not share the 
author’s knowledge the allusion will pass without being identified as such. As 
Abrams explains “[m]ost literary allusions are intended to be recognized by the 
generally educated readers of the author’s time, but some are aimed at a special 
coterie” (Abrams 12). Thus, for Weise, this kind of intertextuality demands more 
from the recipient than other kinds, for instance quotations (Weise 42). Allusion is 
clearly distinguished from quotation as there is no common text in the pre- and post-
text (Oraić Tolić 26). The intertextual relationship between the two is realised via 
“Minussignale, die der Rezipient auf der Grundlage seiner kulturellen Erfahrung als 
Plussignale wahrnimmt“ (Oraić Tolić 26). Allen defines connotation as “that aspect 
of a readerly text which allows meaning to break free from linear, consecutive order 
and to ‘spread like gold dust on the apparent surface of the text’” (Allen 84). 
Hebel explains, 
Das Allusionssignal bildet den Berührungspunkt von manifestem Text und 
latentem Intertext und speist letzteren in ersteren ein. Die Aktualisierung 
von Allusionspotential evoziert somit die weiterreichenden intertextuellen 
Relationen und Implikationen des Textes und seiner intertextuellen 
Situierung (Hebel 50). 
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He points out that in the discussion of the theories of intertextuality, quotation and 
allusion, it becomes clear that the boundaries of those categories, formerly strictly 
distinguished, have now become blurred. The evocative potential of allusions is 
stressed by quotations, name droppings and text titles even of non-literary texts as 
signals for allusion (Hebel 52). “[Z]eichne[t] sich die Definition zur Allusion durch 
die Universalität aus, wird diese intertextuelle Referenzstrategie als globale und 
kaum präzisierbare Relation verstanden” (Holthuis 123). On the one hand, the scope 
for reference is quite wide, which helps to avoid clear boundaries between quotation 
and allusion; on the other hand “wird [...] eine deutliche Begrenzung auf nicht re-
linearisierende Referenzen angestrebt, um die Allusion deutlich vom Zitat zu 
unterscheiden” (Holthuis 123). Orr observes that “[l]ike quotation, it intensifies 
meaningfulness, but extensively rather than intensively […] You can only allude to 
what preexists” (Orr 139). H. Meyer points out that quotation and allusion are 
always somehow “verschwistert” (H. Meyer 15), there are hints of ‘mixed forms’; 
these are a result of not explicitly marked references to other texts (Holthuis 126). It 
is hard to distinguish between quotation and allusion especially if the material 
referred to is a relatively small unit within T1, if the reference is a reference to 
“subsemantische Eigenschaften” of T2 or if the “Re-Linealisierung des verbalen 
Materials” is modified (Holthuis 126). Holthuis examines, 
Der ‘klassische’ Allusionsmarker referiert auf nicht-linearisierte, vor allem 
auf kontextuelle Aspekte des Bezugstextes und konstituiert auf diese 
Weise die typische Referenz ‘in absentia’. Die deutliche Differenz zum 
Zitat liegt daher in den Bereichen vor, in denen der Referenztext nicht re-
linearisiert wird […] Als Abgrenzungskriterium zu den re-linearisierenden 
Allusionsindikatoren gilt für diesen Bereich schlicht die Bedingung, daß es 
nicht um die Wiederholung linearisierter Eigenschaften des Bezugstextes 
handelt (Holthuis 128f.). 
Classic examples of this are the names of authors as well as literature which is read 
by a reading or commenting protagonist (Holthuis 130). Rodi explains that 
kulturelle Anspielungsmarken haben häufig keinen eindeutigen 
referentiellen Bezug; dies steht in Zusammenhang mit ihrer 
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kommunikativen Funktion und macht die kulturellen Anspielungsmarken 
zum Sonderproblem einer zeichentheoretischen Betrachtung kultureller 
Kommunikationsvorgänge; schließlich weist der Abbreviations-Charakter 
dieser Marken hin auf Formen der elliptischen Verständigung über 
kulturelle Sachverhalte, wie sie im Gebrauch von Topos, Klischee, Slogan 
usw. gegeben sind (Rodi 115). 
Ben-Porat differentiates between allusion as a stylistic device on the one hand and 
allusion as an intertextual marker within a text on the other (Ben-Porat 105ff.). This 
differentiation, Hebel points out, 
führt zu einer terminologischen und konzeptionellen Differenzierung, die 
es nicht nur ermöglicht, sondern geradezu erfordert, bei der Beschreibung 
verschiedener Formen des Allusionssignals Titel von Texten, Namen von 
literarischen Figuren oder markierte Textzitate verstärkt zu 
berücksichtigen, da die Erstellung intertextueller Verbindungen und die 
allusive Aktivierung eines oder mehrere anderer Texte von diesen 
Signalformen besonders wirksam geleistet werden kann (Hebel 45). 
Newer concepts of allusion have three advantages when it comes to the 
interpretation of allusion as intertextual reference: first, they stress the 
“wirkungsintendierten Charakter”; second, they describe the allusion’s associative 
character; third, they stress the allusion’s two-folded effectiveness (Hebel 46). The 
first instance criticises those approaches which understand allusions as ‘coincidence’ 
(Hebel 46).  
In the analysis of Dylan Thomas’s sonnets, we will encounter many instances of 
allusion, i.e. ‘unmarked references’ to pre-texts. These references are not necessarily 
literal (word-for-word reference), but rather loosely ‘passing’ references. Examples 
of this are references to locations or plots.  
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4.3.3 Parody, Pastiche, Travesty 
 
4.3.3.1 Parody 
 
 
 
Eine Parodie ist ein Text, der einen anderen Text dergestalt verzerrend imitiert,  
daß eine gegen diese Vorlage gerichtete komische Wirkung entsteht. 
Frank Wünsch69  
 
 
 
The earliest reference to parody as a literary practice is possibly found in 
Aristotle’s Poetics. Aristotle uses the word ‘parodia’ (παρωδία) “to refer to the earlier 
writer Hegemon. A parodia is a narrative poem, of moderate length, in the metre and 
vocabulary of epic poems, but treating a light, satirical, or mock-heroic subject” 
(Dentith 10). A parody is characterised by its imitation of the serious form of a pre-
text and its particular features that serve to create a mocking, exaggerating or 
satirical post-text (Weise 44). It “deflates the original by applying the imitation to a 
lowly or comically inappropritate subject” (Abrams 38). Gutenberg and Poole point 
out that a parody is a quotation but that it shifts the meaning of the original text 
(Gutenberg and Poole 28). Linda Hutcheon speaks of a “repetition with critical 
distance” (Hutcheon 6). Gilbert Highet defines ‘parody’ “as imitation which, 
through distortion and exaggeration, evokes amusement, derision, and sometimes 
scorn” (Highet 69). Lutz Röhrich stresses the parody’s negative tendency towards 
the “Hergebrachten, gegenüber der Überlieferung“ (Röhrich 215). 
The relation between a parody and the parodied text is similar to the one 
between a quotation and the cited text. It is characterised by the link between 
                                                 
69 Wünsch 13. 
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imitation and variation (Böhn, “Formzitate” 30). In order to be able to understand a 
parody as such, the reader needs knowledge on the parodied text which helps her or 
him to note or identify the changes brought to it to create the parody (Böhn, 
“Formzitate” 30). 
A “[p]arody is the imitative reference of one literary text to another, often with 
an implied critique of the object text” (Dane 4). Dane explains that “it [parody] is 
parasitic of its objects and thus cannot be described formally; it is a meta-literary 
genre and thus is a form of literary criticism” (Dane 5). I disagree: the formal 
features of a parody can be described; in my opinion, it is a literary genre rather than 
a meta-literary genre. 
In Freund’s description, parody is not an original action but rather a re-action 
and a reply to already existing statements (Freund 14). It reacts to text forms, 
manners of speaking, styles, and their reception: “Aus der Reaktivität ergeben sich 
die wesentlichen Darstellungsweisen des Porträtierens und des Verzerrens“ (Freund 
14).  
According to Böhn, a parody does not necessarily have to be funny; however, 
nowadays ‘parody’ is almost always associated with a humorous effect (Böhn, 
“Formzitate”, 30). In its narrowest sense, a parody quotes the form of the pre-text 
but changes its content (Böhn, “Formzitate”, 31): it shares with quotation the fact 
that it contains elements of T2 – even if these are just minimal – and uses them as their 
basis (Böhn, “Formzitate”, 31).70 “Dieser Gebrauch in der Parodie kann allgemein als 
‘anti-thematisch’ [...] oder spezieller als komisch aufgefaßt werden“ (Böhn, 
„Formzitate“, 31). The parody always refers to a pre-text which it partly repeats, yet 
at the same time varies. It is this variation, which is “abweichend, unpassend, 
verzerrend“ (Wünsch 11), that is responsible for the comic effect, and “[d]ie 
komische Wirkung richtet sich auch oder ausschließlich gegen das Original“ 
(Wünsch 11).  
                                                 
70 They also share the feature of having a demonstrative function (Böhn, “Formzitate”, 31). 
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Parody can either be seen as a type of text or as a stylistic feature. As a text type 
it is characterized by its comic and/or critical transformation of the pre-text; it does 
not go beyond this effect (Böhn, “Formzitate”, 32). As a stylistic feature, however, it 
can also be used for “komplexeren Gebrauch des parodierten Materials, allein schon 
wegen der möglichen Kombination mit anderen Schreibweisen“ (Böhn, 
„Formzitate“, 32). On parody as a text type, Beate Müller writes:  
Ein parodistischer Text gehört immer dann zur Gattung Parodie, wenn das 
Instrumentarium der parodistischen Schreibweise in ihm das dominante 
Merkmal ist. In ihrer Konzentration konstituiert die parodistische 
Schreibweise also die Gattung Parodie! (Müller 41). 
Dentith defines parody as “one of the many forms of intertextual allusion out of 
which texts are produced. In this sense, parody forms part of a range of cultural 
practices, which allude, with deliberate evaluative intonation, to precursor texts” 
(Dentith 6). He refers to a distinction which is often made in this context, namely 
that of ‘specific’ parody and ‘general’ parody. While a ‘specific’ parody is directed at 
one specific pre-text, the ‘general’ parody refers to several pre-texts at once or to a 
kind of discourse (Dentith 7). Karrer differentiates between parodies referring to the 
‘original’ and parodies which turn against a non-literary discourse, “kurz, die 
stilistische und exemplarische (gesellschaftskritische) Parodie” (Karrer 28). Further, 
Karrer comments on the number of changes which are made on the pre-texts. These 
can include only a sound or letter, a word, a passage or nothing at all. The amount of 
the pre-text which is kept in the parody “unterliegt gesellschaftlichen Wertungen 
und Normen” (Karrer 76). That nothing is changed at all is often the case in 
“Passagenparodien, wenn die sigmatische Relation oder die 
Kommunikationssituation geändert werden” (Karrer 77). 
Rose deals with the signals of parody in more detail. The signals are found in 
changes to the coherence of the pre-text, direct statements71, effects on the reader72 
                                                 
71 These include: “1) Comments on the parodied text or on the author of the parody, or on their readers. 2) 
Comments on or to the reader of the parody. 3) Comments on the author of the parody. 4) Comments on the 
parody as a whole text” (Rose 38). 
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and changes to the style and/or content which the writer of the parody normally 
makes use of. Rose further sub-categorises the changes to the pre-text’s coherence as 
follows:  
1) Semantic changes 
a) Apparently meaningless, absurd changes to the message or subject-
matter of the original.  
b) Changes to the message or subject-matter of the original of a more 
meaningful, ironic, or satiric and comic character.  
2) Changes to the choice of words and/or to the literal and metaphoric 
functions of words taken from the original.  
3) Syntactic change (which may also affect the semantic level).  
4) Changes in tense, persons, or other ‘sentence-grammatical’ features.  
5) Juxtaposition of passages from within the parodies work, or with new 
passages.  
6) Changes to the associations of the imitated text made by the new context 
and other co-textual (and ‘beyond the sentence’) changes. […] 
7) Changes in sociolect, in idiolect, or in other elements of the lexicon.  
8) Changes to metre or rhyme in verse parodies, or to other such ‘formal’ 
elements in drama or prose works, as well as to subject-matter (Rose 37). 
The possible intentions of the author of a parody are laughter, criticism, satire, and 
making fun of something (Karrer 35). If the author’s intention is merely that of 
making fun, one assumes that this is addressed at nothing in particular except the 
parodied text itself; however, if the intention is critical, these critical statements are 
either directed at the author of the pre-text, the pre-text itself, the media, or the 
recipients (Karrer 36f.). Freund explains that the means by which the distortion is 
achieved are the substitution of the content or structures of the pre-text, the 
diminution, and augmentation of the main statements of the pre-text, “[d]azu 
gehören sowohl die Reduktion, die Bagatellisierung und die Selektion inhaltlicher 
Elemente als auch die Kumulation und die hyperbolische Übersteigerung” (Freund 
14). The intention of these means is to create a discrepancy between the pre-text and 
its use in the parody (Freund 14).73 
                                                                                                                                                       
72 “1) Shock or surprise, and humour, from conflict with expectations about the text parodied. 2) Change in the 
views of the reader of the parodied text” (Rose 38). 
73 “Nach Art der Intention lassen sich im Rahmen des extensiven Literaturbegriffs seriöse und triviale Parodien 
unterscheiden. In der seriösen Parodie findet eine kritisch negierende Auseinandersetzung mit bornierten und 
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Wünsch provides a quick test for checking whether a text is a parody or not, for 
which the following questions should be answered: 
1. Does the text refer to a pre-text (is it an imitation)? 
2. Is it comical (a comical distortion)? 
3. Is the comical distortion (also or exclusively) directed at the pre-text? (Wünsch 
23). 
Rühmkorf points out that for parody, the existence of a group with values and 
a certain level of education is essential (cited after Karrer 16); Karrer adds that the 
affiliation of the author to a class has always been stressed in the analysis of parody 
as an important factor (Karrer 17). Rose explains the two main theories about the 
authors of parodies and their relation to the pre-texts they used: 
The first maintains that the imitation by the parodist of a chosen text has 
the purpose of mocking it and that the motivation in parodying it is 
contempt. The second holds that the parodist imitates a text in order to 
write in the style of that text and is motivated by sympathy with the 
imitated text (Rose 45f.).  
Rose further points out that a parody can be both critical and sympathetic to its pre-
text(s) at the same time; however, in critical literature there is a tendency to 
characterise a parody as either critical or sympathetic (“or playful, or agitator, or 
engagé, or blasphemous, or ironic, or imitative, or counter-imitative, and so on”, 
Rose 47). In the analysis of the author of parodies, society, competence, attitude and 
intention have been claimed to be relevant for the production of parodies, travesties, 
or pastiches (Karrer 15). The critical intention of the author and the degree of 
rebellion in the text has been stressed by Karrer: “Parodie ist ein [sic!] Spezialität der 
Jugend” (Karrer 16). The author of a parody needs the knowledge of a pre-text 
proper, but she/he possibly also knows its author, its recipients, its medium, the 
recipients and medium of the parody or society. However, the analysis of parody 
has most often been focused on the knowledge of the pre-text proper (Karrer 21).  
                                                                                                                                                       
bornierenden Bewußtseinsgehalten statt. […] Im Unterschied zur seriösen Parodie sucht die triviale Parodie 
nicht die kritische Auseinandersetzung” (Freund 14f.). 
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Neben den Kenntnissen von Originalen gehen auch Kenntnisse von 
anderen Texten und von gesellschaftlichen Verhältnissen in das Parodieren 
ein. Parodien enthalten neben der Imitation der Originale 
‚Lebensspiegelung‘, Bezug auf die ‘reale Wirklichkeit’, auf ‘Dinge, die 
unter der Würde des Originalautors’ stehen (Karrer 22).  
The author of a parody needs to have skills to copy the style and form of the pre-text 
(Karrer 24). Yunck points out that “[p]arody naturally reflects the attitude of those 
who produce and read it” (cited after Karrer 27). If an author parodies a specific pre-
text, the analysis usually assumes a negative attitude of the author of the parody to 
that of the pre-text (Karrer 27). However, “[w]ird der Original-Text zur satirischen 
Behandlung von gesellschaftlichen Verhältnissen benutzt, kann das eine ‘echte 
Ehrung’ für den Autor des Originals bedeuten” (Karrer 27). 
The main prerequisite for the understanding and analysis of a parody is the 
knowledge of the pre-text(s), whether it is a single text or a text form (Freund 27). 
Freund defines three questions which are essential to the analysis of a parody:  
1. Porträt: Auf welche Vorlage verweisen die hervorstechenden inhaltlichen 
und strukturellen Merkmale? 2. Verzerrung: Welche Mittel werden 
angewendet, um Sinn, Struktur und Stil der Vorlage zu verzerren? 3. 
Intention: Liegt eine kritische oder nur komische Intention vor? Erfolgt die 
Kritik in verlachender oder in mehrfach strafender Weise? Welche 
Bornierung soll bloßgestellt werden? (Freund 27).  
Writing a parody is a conscious and intentional act, and it should be considered by 
the recipient as such. In order to succeed in its intention, “muß die Parodie trotz 
ihrer im Grundsatz indirekten Vorgehensweise ihren Status als Parodie (d.h. den 
Bezug auf eine Vorlage und deren komische Verzerrung) sowie ggf. ihre Aussage 
durch geeignete Signale verdeutlichen” (Wünsch 224). There are two main signals 
which need to be taken into consideration for the guidance of the recipient. These 
are on the one hand signals of intertextuality. These ensure that the recipient 
recognises the pre-text. On the other hand there are the parody signals, “die dem 
Leser über die Signalisierung der Bezugnahme auf ein bestimmtes Werk hinaus 
verdeutlichen, daß die Art der Bezugnahme komisch verzerrend, d.h. parodistisch 
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ist” (Wünsch 225). These signals can be anything between ‘very explicit‘ and ‘very 
implicit‘: “Je größer der Verzerrungsgrad, je geringer die Nähe zum Original, desto 
einfacher ist der Parodiecharakter eines Textes für den Rezipienten zu erkennen” 
(Wünsch 228). 
Using the terminology suggested by [S. J.] Schmidt, the reception of a text 
can be described in basic terms as the reception of a text-world, TW, in a 
reader’s world, RW, at X time and place. If we apply these categories to the 
description of the reception of parody, we have, however, to speak of the 
parody as consisting of at least two text worlds – that of the parodist and 
that of the target as reproduced by the parodist, or TW1 and TW2 
respectively. While both of these texts may be described as being received 
by the external reader at X time and place, the author of the parody in 
which the two texts are to be found (or TW1) can also be described as a 
reader of TW2, and TW2 as having a readership separate from the 
readership of the parody text as a whole (Rose 40). 
In the analysis of parodies it has often been argued that a parody can only work as 
long as the pre-text is present in the collective memory. Yet, Rose argues,  
the embedding of the parodied text within the text of the parody both 
contributes to the ambivalence of the parody which derives from its ability 
to criticise and renew its target as part of its own structure and ensures 
some continued form of existence for the parodied work (Rose 41). 
Rose lists a few of the reactions with which the reader responds to the signals of a 
parody. These she categorises according to whether the reader recognises existence 
of several text worlds or not (Rose 41): 
1) The text recipient neither recognises the presence of parody nor understands its 
signals “because he or she does not recognize TW2, the parodied text, as a 
quotation from another work, but reads it only as part of TW1” (Rose 42). 
2) The recipient sees that there are two or more text worlds; however, she/he does 
not realise the author’s intention to create a parody (Rose 42). 
3) “The friend to the parodied text recognises its place in the parody as a target of 
the latter and feels both themself [sic!] and the parodied text and its author to be 
the target of satire” (Rose 42). 
4) The (comic) discrepancy between TW1 and TW2 helps the recipient to 
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understand the parody, and she/he “enjoys the recognition of the hidden irony of 
this construction [...] as well as any satire against or humour about the parodied 
text” (Rose 42) For Rose, this is the ‘ideal’ reaction to a parody (Rose 42). 
Wünsch agrees that the overall intention of a parody is to make fun of the pre-text 
(Wünsch 121). As this basic intention is part of the definition of parody, it can be said 
that all parodies have this in common. All other aspects, however, serve to further 
categorise the types of parody. Parody has a “capacity to act as criticism” (Dentith 
32): 
One of the typical ways in which parody works is to seize on particular 
aspects of a manner or a style and exaggerate it to ludicrous effect. There is 
an evident critical function in this, as the act of parody must first involve 
identifying a characteristic stylistic habit or mannerism and then making it 
comically visible (Dentith 32). 
Wünsch proposes a scale in order to measure the critical intentions and 
aggressiveness of a parody. On the one end of the scale, the satirical-critical parody 
should be placed, which in an extreme version is highly aggressive and destructive. 
The other end of the scale is dominated by the harmless humorous parody. Any 
other type of parody can be placed in between these poles (Wünsch 121). The level of 
aggressiveness is determined by the height of drop of the pre-text, which is defined 
by the discrepancy between the pre- and the post-text: 
Ist das Original sehr erhaben, sein Anspruch besonders hoch, so hat oft 
schon eine nur mäßig aggressive Komisierung eine recht starke Wirkung, 
und durch niedrige, derb-obszöne Komik kann sogar mit wenig Aufwand 
eine sehr drastische Herabsetzung erreicht werden (Wünsch 122).  
The criticism can be directed at a literary or linguistic level and/or an ideological 
level (Wünsch 125). Wünsch proposes a technical analysis for a first overview in 
which superficial characteristics of the pre- and post-text are compared. These 
characteristics include any instance which is describable at first sight of the text, for 
example: Does the post-text have one specific pre-text or is it directed at several texts 
or a text form? Do pre- and post-text belong to the same epoch or literary schools 
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(Wünsch 145)? 
Rose explains: 
In addition to being the object of reception by an outside reader, the 
parody can play upon the expectations of an imagined reader or recipient 
in the construction of its parody. In this sense the discussion of the reader 
and parody has to be concerned not only with the external reader’s 
reception or recognition of a parody, but with the parody’s own internal 
evocation of the expectations of the reader (Rose 38). 
Wünsch lists several ways in which the pre-text can be adapted for the parody: 
substitution (may include “sämtliche Textebenen des Originals einzeln oder in jeder 
möglichen Kombination sowie in jedem erdenklichen Umfang”, Wünsch 162), 
adjection (in which case the pre-text is expanded, Wünsch 170) isolation (defined as 
the reduction of the pre-text to very few text characteristics, Wünsch 176), 
exaggeration (Wünsch 179), detraction (mechanical shortening by leaving out 
elements, Wünsch 186), gathering (“verkürzt einen Text in sich […], indem sie seine 
Merkmale konzentriert”, Wünsch 189), stretching (in which case the pre-text is 
stretching without the help of adding external elements, for example by “stilistische 
Ausschmückung oder durch vertiefende Exkurse über eigene Themen”, Wünsch 
193), and transmutation (“unsachgemäße Montage von Elementen der Vorlage, die 
zwar alle […] existieren […], durch ihre spezifische Rekombination aber in 
ungewöhnliche Beziehung zueinander treten, wodurch eine komische Wirkung 
entsteht”, Wünsch 196).  
In conclusion we can say that parody refers to a pre-text or a text form or style. 
Its reference is not literal. It depicts the reference in distorted form to a humorous or 
comic effect. A parody often – but not always – implies criticism of the text to which 
is refers. 
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4.3.3.2 Pastiche 
 
 
 
The term ‘pastiche’ derives from the Italian word pasticcio, which means ‘pie’ or 
‘pastry’. It is metaphorically used for “eine undurchsichtige Affäre, eine Betrügerei 
(ebenso wie die Füllung einer Pastete schwer durchschaubar, also potentiell suspekt 
ist)” (Wünsch 89; cf. Rose 73). Wünsch explains that the term was originally used in 
art history: 
Gegen Ende der italienischen Renaissance war die Nachfrage nach 
Gemälden so groß, daß zahlreiche Kunstfälscher Werke in der Manier 
eines großen Meisters herstellten, indem sie, anstatt ein bestimmtes 
Gemälde zu kopieren, typische Versatzstücke zu einem neuen Werk 
kombinierten. Die ursprüngliche Bedeutung von pasticcio ist also die einer 
nicht diskrepanten oder komischen Fälschung, eines auf Täuschung 
angelegten Plagiats (Wünsch 89f.). 
The author of a pastiche imitates the style, and this imitation mechanises the style:  
Es gibt […] eine Inkongruenz zwischen Pastiche und Vorlage, die auf der 
Mechanisierung beruht, aber keine Inkongruenz innerhalb des Pastiches, im 
Gegensatz zur Parodie. Je nach Betonung der Inkongruenz kann sich das 
Pastiche zwischen Hommage und Komik bewegen (Böhn, “Formzitate” 
34). 
The imitation of style is not restricted to the style of an author; like a parody, a 
pastiche may also imitate the style of an epoch, a school or a genre (Wünsch 89). The 
extent to which elements are taken over from the pre-text may vary; according to 
Gourmont, it has to be smaller than a sentence or verse (cited after Karrer 78). The 
author of a pastiche keeps elements of the pre-text and combines them anew; “[d]er 
Pastiche-Autor immutiert oder adjiziert keine neuen Elemente” (Karrer 78). 
Wünsch differentiates between pastiche with a humorous intention and 
pastiche with a serious intention, for which he names style exercises and plagiarism 
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as examples (Wünsch 89). As we will see later, his definition of plagiarism differs 
from other definitions. Wünsch observes that there is no definite answer to the 
question whether a pastiche can also imitate content (Wünsch 89). Because of its 
imitating quality, pastiche is also “described as a type of literary forgery by some” 
(Rose 72); however, as Rose points out, it does not have to have the intention to forge 
or hoax (Rose 72). Rather, the author’s reasons for writing a pastiche include the 
following: 
Das heutige Bedeutungsspektrum von ‚Pastiche‘ umfasst die betrügerische 
Nachahmung (Fälschung, Plagiat), die unschöpferische Nachahmung 
(bewußtes oder unbewußtes Epigonentum), eine ernsthafte, affirmative 
Nachahmung, die das Original als Vorbild anführt; ferner die ernsthafte 
Stilübung, wie sie im französischen Unterrichtswesen üblich ist, und 
schließlich das parodistische Pastiche (in humoristischer oder satirischer 
Ausprägung) (Wünsch 90). 
Though it differs from parody in many ways, the term ‘pastiche’ has often been used 
as a kind of synonym for ‘parody’. This holds especially true for French literature, 
“where it has, for example, been used to describe both conscious and unconscious 
parody” (Rose 72). But the term ‘pastiche’ is much younger than ‘parody’, and it 
differs from it as it describes “a more neutral practice of compilation which is neither 
necessarily critical of its sources, nor necessarily comic” (Rose 72). Wünsch explains 
that non-parodying, serious pastiche intends to deceive or fool as it aspires to imitate 
the pre-text in style and possibly in content to the highest extent possible. The text 
has to be “in sich stimmig”, and it needs to meet the expectations concerning the 
style it imitates (Wünsch 92). A parody, on the other hand, transforms a pre-text and 
creates discrepancies between the pre- and the post-text on the level of style and/or 
content (Wünsch 92f.): “Im Gegensatz zur ernsten Pastiche arbeitet das parodistische 
Pastiche also immer mit einem gewissen Maß an – meist: stilistischer – Verzerrung.” 
However, this distortion is relatively subtle: the term ‘pastiche’ denotes closeness to 
the original text (Wünsch 93). One of the major prerequisites for this is the detailed 
knowledge of the pre-text. Using a pre-text for a pastiche may either be homage to 
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the text’s author or “Ausdruck von Ironie” (Karrer 32). The author of a pastiche may 
have several intentions in his or her mind when writing. Laughter and satire are not 
likely; however, these are not excluded per se (Karrer 47). Yet the intentions most 
often discussed are criticism, deception or mystification.  
Meist versteht man dabei ‘Täuschung’ oder ‘Mystifikation’ im Sinne der 
Fälschung (Zuordnung eines eigenen Textes zu einem anderen Autor), fast 
nie im Sinne des Plagiats (Zuordnung eines fremden Textes zu sich selbst 
als Autor (Karrer 48).  
Deception, Karrer concludes, is not the main aim for the author of a pastiche but a 
means for a higher goal, namely “Bereicherung oder Aufklärung, bzw. Verlachen” 
(Karrer 49), which is ultimately the differentiating criterion between forgery and 
pastiche (Karrer 49). A pastiche may also be written as an end in itself, for the author 
his- or herself, having it as an ultimate goal “das Lernen, das Sich-Emanzipieren und 
das Spiel” (Karrer 49). 
In summary, we can say that pastiche is very close to parody. However, it is 
more playful and less critical than the parody, and the author’s intention is 
appreciative rather than deriding. Also, a pastiche can be a stylistic exercise or a 
forgery in which a text is written in a manner which could cause the reader to 
attribute it to a different author.  
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4.3.3.3 Travesty 
 
 
 
Abrams defines travesty as the mocking of “a particular work by treating its 
lofty subject in a grotesquely undignified manner and style” (Abrams 39).74 A 
travesty is differentiated from a parody by the maintenance of the content – for 
example, the plot – and its transfer to an inappropriate and ridiculous text form 
(Weise 44; cf. Wünsch 66). Freund defines travesty as a method which lowers the 
style of the original in order to realise the parodistic intention (Freund 22). Wünsch 
explains that the transfer of content elements to a new, inappropriate environment 
distorts the text to such a degree that it produces a comic effect which is directed at 
the pre-text. The substitution of the style continues throughout the whole travesty. 
[D]ie Details und Motive [of the pre-text] erfahren häufig eine zum 
Charakter der neuen (und meist niedrigeren) sprachlich-stilistischen 
Einkleidung passende Abwandlung. Die inhaltliche Modifikation kann 
geringfügig oder recht umfangreich sein; sie bleibt jedoch stets nur ein 
sekundäres Merkmal der Travestie, während es sich bei der (totalen) 
formalen Substitution um einen unverzichtbaren Bestandteil der Definition 
handelt (Wünsch 66). 
The difference between parody and travesty is that the latter’s transformation of the 
pre-text “is done in a playful rather than a satirical manner” (Dentith 11). It uses the 
language of the pre-text’s author as a mask (Böhn, “Formzitate”, 34). Böhn argues 
that a separate treatment of the travesty is not necessary as it is either a parody in the 
wider sense, or, if differentiated from it, uses its combination but with deviating 
formal elements, which creates an incongruent relation to the original (Böhn, 
“Formzitate” 29). Karrer points out that the author of a travesty may change 
                                                 
74 Wünsch points out that the term ‘travesty’ has been used in Germany since its coinage by Blumauer; however, 
in other European countries, especially in England and France, the term ‘burlesque’ is used most commonly “als 
Oberbegriff für die Travestie und das heroikomische Epos” (Wünsch 73). 
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anything from the given pre-text except for names (Karrer 77). He further points out 
that the author changes the pre-text by means of adjunction most of the time (Karrer 
78). 
The analysis of the authors of a travesty mainly focuses on their affiliation with 
a certain group or class (Karrer 19). In general, it can be said that an author of a 
travesty has to have the same skills and knowledge as a writer of parodies, and these 
are generally regarded as rather low. As “Produkt des respektlosen Geistes” 
(Schmidt, cited after Karrer 32), a travesty is used as a kind of protest against the 
authority of the literary work it mocks (cited after Karrer 32). Wünsch agrees that 
travesties are a type of parody: 
Auf beide trifft die gleiche Basisdefinition zu (Komisierung einer Vorlage 
durch verzerrende Imitation), und die Travestie-Definition ist lediglich 
durch die Festlegung auf ein bestimmtes technisches Verfahren (totale 
formale Substitution) enger gefaßt (Wünsch 69). 
 However, Wünsch also points out that parody and travesty have often been seen as 
competitive terms:  
In der bisherigen Forschung wurden Parodie und Travestie zum Teil als 
gleichrangige Konkurrenzbegriffe, ja geradezu als Gegensätze aufgefaßt: 
Die Travestie verändere die Form und behalte den Inhalt bei – was 
zweifellos  
zutrifft –; die ‚Parodie‘ verfahre dagegen genau umgekehrt, indem sie den 
Inhalt verändere und die Form beibehalte – was nicht ganz stimmt, da die 
‚Parodie‘ in derartigen Gegenüberstellungen auf einen […] Parodietypus, 
auf die inhaltliche Substitution bei Imitation der Form beschränkt wird 
(Wünsch 70).  
The intention of a travesty is similar to that of a parody: anything from humour to 
satirical criticism (Wünsch 67; cf. Karrer 46). “Auch eine Verwendung der Vorlage als 
(gleichzeitig humoristisch parodiertes) Vehikel für eine auf anderes gerichtete Satire 
ist möglich“ (Wünsch 67). Karrer assumes that when writing a travesty, the author 
has a specific intention in mind. The author may aim at certain effects in the reader 
of the travesty. Among these are laughter, criticism, making fun of something, and 
satire (Karrer 46). As a further possible intention of the author of a travesty, Karrer 
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names “die Selbstbefreiung von einer bestimmten Überlieferung mit ihren Regeln 
und Normen sowie die innovierende Erfindung” (Karrer 47).  
In conclusion we can define ‘travesty’ as a text which takes over the content of 
a pre-text, but changes its form; it lowers the original text’s style. The author of a 
travesty rebels against the authority of the pre-text she/he re-writes. 
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4.3.4 Translation and Plagiarism 
 
 
 
Many scholars name translation and plagiarism as further forms of 
intertextuality. Translation is defined as “the replacement of textual material in one 
language (SL [source language]) by equivalent textual material in another language 
(TL [target language])” (Catford 20). Translation can either denote the actual act of 
translating or the product of such an act, the “written or spoken expression of the 
meaning of a word, speech, book, etc. in another language” (Concise Oxford English 
Dictionary, cited after Hatim and Munday, 3).  
The definition of ‘plagiarism’ is a difficult one. In The Little Book of Plagiarism, 
Richard Posner writes the following: “A typical definition is ‘literary theft’. The 
definition is incomplete, because there can be plagiarism of music, pictures, or ideas, 
as well as of verbal matter” (Posner 11). Lampert chooses the definition of plagiarism 
“as the act of using someone else’s ideas or words without crediting the source in a 
manner that is accepted by the field or discipline within which the plagiarist is 
studying or working” (Lampert 15). 
There is extensive research available on both translation and plagiarism; 
however, as neither will play a part in the interpretation of Dylan Thomas’s sonnets, 
they are just briefly mentioned here to complete the listing of types of intertextuality. 
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4.4 Intertextual Markers 
 
 
 
In his introduction to intertextuality, Jörg Helbig established four stages of 
intertextual markedness, namely ‘zero’, ‘reduced’, ‘complete’ and ‘potential’. 
Whether intertextuality is ‘marked’ or ‘unmarked’ depends on the text recipient and 
his or her ability to recognise the intertextual reference(s) (Helbig, 87ff.). Kornetzki 
takes up this notion and introduces a distinction between ‘unmarked intertextuality’, 
‘implicitly marked intertextuality’, ‘explicitly marked intertextuality’ and 
‘thematised intertextuality’: 
The first, zero stage of intertextual marking implies unmarked 
intertextuality when there are no graphic or linguistic signals, which mark 
intertextual references, and as a result, there is a complete assimilation of 
intertext into the text body. [...] The second, reduced stage occurs when the 
author marks an intertextual reference implicitly and as a result, the 
recipient can easily overlook intertext. By marking intertext with signal 
words, the author achieves immediate recognition of intertextuality by the 
recipient in the complete stage of explicitly marked intertextuality. And 
last but not least stage of intertextual marking – thematized intertextuality 
– is signalled on a meta-communicative level by the use of verbs such as 
‘quote’, ‘recite’ etc. (Kornetzki 167).  
Quotation is the type of intertextuality which is usually clearly marked. Quotation 
marks are the most widespread marker for quotations in written discourse.75 In 
academic context, the quotation must be followed by the exact naming of the 
original source, the pre-text T2. Both in written and oral discourse, quotation may be 
marked by an introductory phrase: “[t]he most frequently used expressions for 
starting an intertextual reference are: according to..., according to a person familiar 
with the matter/situation/business, believe, assume, say, insist etc.” (Kornetzki 164). 
                                                 
75 Quotation marks may also be used as a gesture in oral discourse; however, when used in spoken language, 
they often mark irony rather than proper quotations. 
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In oral discourse, the introductory phrase “I quote” is also quite common to indicate 
quotations as is the habit of framing the quotation by saying “quote [...] unquote”. 
Kornetzki further points out that  
[t]he manner of indicating the source of quotation is also standardised 
because additional information about people, whose words are quoted is 
always given, e.g. [...] [“]according to Hilliard Lyons analyst Stephen 
O’Neil[“], [“]As Samuel Bentolila, an economist at CEMFI, a Spanish 
graduate school, points out[“] (Kornetzki 164). 
For Ulrich Broich 
liegt Intertextualität dann vor, wenn ein Autor bei der Abfassung seines 
Textes sich nicht nur der Verwendung anderer Texte bewußt ist, sondern 
auch vom Rezipienten erwartet, daß er diese Beziehung zwischen seinem 
Text und anderen Texten als vom Autor intendiert und als wichtig für das 
Verständnis seines Textes erkennt (Broich 31). 
Intertextual markers are used by the text producer to draw the text recipient’s 
attention to the used pre-text. This only holds true for intended intertextuality which 
the text producer wants to be recognised as such. In types of intertextuality in which 
this is not the case, such as plagiarism, the use of an intertextual marker would 
undermine the actual intention of the given type of intertextuality. The author might 
also refrain from intertextual markers, if the pre-text is so well-known that 
mentioning it as the source of one’s own text is superfluous. This is the case for 
example with the Bible and certain works of Shakespeare.  
Broich says that the intensity of markedness within a text can be objectively 
measured. It depends on the frequency of markers in the text, their explicitness and 
their location (Broich 33). A clearly marked intertextual reference in the title of a 
work, for instance, may be seen as more prominent than a similar passage which is 
‘hidden’ in the main text. Whether a marker is recognised depends on the recipient 
in more than one respect: 
So wird für einen sehr belesenen Leser die ‘Signalschwelle’ bei 
Markierungen von Intertextualität viel niedriger liegen als bei 
Gelegenheitslesern. Andererseits liegt die ‘Signalschwelle’ mit 
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wachsendem zeitlichen Abstand zum Text bzw. Prätext bei vielen späteren 
Rezipienten wieder höher, wenn der zeitgenössische Kontext nicht mehr 
unmittelbar präsent ist (Broich 33). 
Broich further points out the possibility of marking an intertextual reference with the 
help of a “Nebentext” (Broich 35). This is the case, for example, if a reference in the 
main text is marked by a footnote in which the source, i.e. the pre-text, is explicitly 
named. Especially travesty and parody use the title of the post-text to indicate an 
intertextual reference to a pre-text, a famous example of this being Henry Fielding’s 
An Apology for the Life of Mrs. Shamela Andrews or short: Shamela, which attacks 
Samuel Richardson’s novel Pamela (Broich 35). “Neben dem Titel und Untertitel”, 
Broich continues, “werden oft ein Motto, ein Vorwort oder ein Nachwort des Autors 
oder ein Klappentext zur Markierung intertextueller Bezüge benützt” (Broich 37). 
Broich further points out two instances of intertextual markedness through 
characters: a character in a post-text might read the pre-text it refers to; or a character 
of the pre-text may appear as a character in the post-text.76 
The reference of one text to another can be marked on a metalinguistic level 
and can contribute to the text meaning by means of repetition (Haßler 28). According 
to Coseriu, repeated discourse is not necessarily marked. Thus, any given discourse 
can be repeated discourse without the reader’s realisation of it (Coseriu 114). 
Hebel points out that when dealing with marked intertextual references, 
quotations, explicit allusion and the mentioning of titles and authors’ names prove 
to be special communicative forms of a text within a text (Hebel 30). Hubbard points 
out that “even with such a rich and polymorphous array of markers, the larger 
number of significant intertextualities still remain unmarked” (Hubbard 14). 
  
                                                 
76 As we will see in the analysis later, characters from other texts such as the Bible or Moby Dick appear in 
Thomas’s sonnets. 
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4.5 Function 
 
 
 
Weise differentiates between intertextuality which is purposeful and 
intertextuality which is playful. The purpose of intertextuality can be either 
affirmative or critical, with the criticism being either directed at the form or the 
content. According to Weise, this may support the text meaning, extend the meaning 
or contrast or reverse the meaning, respectively (Weise 40). Dylan Thomas is a good 
example of this last form of intertextuality, as will be shown later. 
Orr suggests that “among intertextuality’s most practical functions is (re-
)evaluation by means of comparison, counter-position and contrast” (Orr 7). 
According to Stocker, there are three major levels on which intertextuality may 
function: it may function on a cultural level, on a poetic level, or on the level of text 
strategy (Stocker 77ff.). He defines the cultural function of intertextuality, which he 
calls “Gedächtniskunst” (Stocker 76), as follows: 
Die Frage nach der kulturellen Funktion von Intertextualität führt in zwei 
Richtungen: Unter dem Schlagwort ‘simulacrum’ (Foucault, Baudrillard) 
rückt die intertextuelle Praxis in die Nähe des Totengedenkens: 
Hinterbliebende stellen sie die Verstorbenen als gegenwärtig vor; das 
‘simulacrum’, ‘Abbild/Trugbild’, meint diese Gegenwart des Abwesenden. 
Für die Mnemonik und Mnemotechnik erscheint die intertextuelle ‘Kunst’ 
als eine Errungenschaft, mit der die Kultur ihr eigenes 
Erinnerungsvermögen erhöht, mit der sie ihre Identität und Kontinuität 
gewährleisten kann. Gewöhnlich werden diese beiden Aspekte 
intertextuellen Gedenkens bzw. Erinnerns auf die Simonides-Legende 
zurückgeführt (Stocker 76). 
Literature may be viewed as the memory of a culture (Stocker 78; cf. Lachmann, 
“Mnemonic and Intertextual Aspects of Literature”77 301). A prerequisite for this is 
                                                 
77 Hereafter referred to as „Mnemonic Aspects“. 
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that the culture is a ‘book’ culture (Lachmann, “Mnemonic Aspects” 301) which 
“continually rewrites and retranscribes itself, constantly redefining itself through its 
signs” (Lachmann, “Mnemonic Aspects” 301). The single text becomes a “memory 
space” (Lachmann, “Mnemonic Aspects” 301) and “connotes the macrospace of 
memory that either represents a culture or appears as that culture” (Lachmann, 
“Mnemonic Aspects” 301). 
In its poetic function, intertextuality creates added semantic value. Stocker 
thinks that intertextuality helps to create the understanding of a text. He says that 
this theory is often proven in literary context, however, for literary theory a further 
explanation is necessary, “da mit der Rede vom ‘semantischen Mehrwert’ auf näher 
darzulegende Vorstellungen von der semantischen Natur des Poetischen abgehoben 
wird“ (Stocker 80): 
Zuerst gilt es zu fragen, ob Literatur eine eigene ‘Sprache’ oder ‘nur’ eine 
besondere Art der Sprachverwendung sei. Im ersten Falle müßte Literatur, 
wie eigentliche Sprache, über ein eigenes Zeicheninventar (literarische 
‘Mittel’) sowie über Regeln der Zeichenkombination (‘Grammatik der 
Literatur’) verfügen, nach denen Texte erzeugt werden könnten; im 
zweiten Fall beruht die Erzeugung von Texten auf den sprachlich 
vorgegebenen Regeln: Wie jede andere Rede verwendet auch literarische 
Rede natürliche Sprachen, nur verwendet sie diese anders (Stocker 80). 
Referring to Fricke, Stocker ascribes an ‘external poetic function’ to intertextuality as 
long as it creates a relationship not within a text but to a point of reference outside 
the respective text, and he stresses that this instance might also be another text 
(Stocker 83). Stocker also points out a function which he calls ‘text strategic’: reader 
governance. There are factors which determine the way that a reader perceives and 
interprets a text, for example his or her level of education. Thus, the reading and 
understanding of a text, as Stocker concludes, highly depends on the reader (Stocker 
89). Although the reading of a text is individually shaped by its individual reader, it 
is still guided by the text proper; reading is not only shaped by “Leserabhängigkeit” 
but also by “Textabhängigkeit” (Stocker 89f.). Moreover, it is shaped by experience: 
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Auf dieses sehr allgemein formulierte Grundaxiom der Wirkungsästhetik 
bezieht sich Wolfgang Iser mit dem Begriff der Textstrategie. Nach Iser teilt 
der Text dem Leser einen ‘Code’ mit, der es diesem erlaubt, das im Text 
angelegte ‘Wirkungspotential’ zu entfalten (Stocker 91). 
Stocker summarises that intertextuality can be seen as a possible text strategy “die 
durch das Markieren von intertextuellen Bezugsfeldern mit andern Textstrategien 
zusammen die Erfahrungsbedingungen des jeweiligen Posttextes beeinflußt” 
(Stocker 92). 
Intertextuality in Thomas’s works serves to connect him to the Christian 
culture. He remembers religion in his works and he does so on two levels, on the one 
hand on a personal or private level (which is strongly linked to his biography), and 
on the other hand culturally and historically. In its poetic function, intertextuality 
creates additional semantic value for the text. With regard to Thomas’s sonnets, 
intertextuality helps to open up further levels of interpretation which go beyond the 
mere literal analysis. 
Intertextuality also establishes the reference to a certain audience; the 
prerequisite of knowledge of certain (literary) works in order to recognise, 
understand or acknowledge intertextuality limits the group of possible readers to a 
great extent.   
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5. Intertextuality in Dylan Thomas’s Religious Sonnets 
 
5.1 The Fusion of Religious and Sexual Images 
 
 
 
Unbelief, scepticism, and thoroughgoing atheism not only abet 
but are practically synonymous with mental health; ... 
devout belief, dogmatism, and religiosity distinctly contribute to 
and in some ways are equal to mental or emotional disturbance. 
Albert Ellis78 
 
 
 
As Curtis observes there are two main themes in the poetry of Dylan Thomas, 
namely childhood and Wales, and he most often chose a Biblical language as his 
preferred characteristic style (Ferlinghetti 72). With respect to Thomas’s poetry and 
its religious or non-religious content, critics have established a variety of possible 
interpretations. While some consider his poetry one of the most religious ever 
brought to paper, others raise their brows and leave us to understand that they have 
never read anything more blasphemous than this. On the one hand, by presenting a 
series of biblical images and allusions that communicate the impact of Christian 
thinking on his writing, Thomas’s poetry has convinced many critics that he was 
indeed a Christian poet. On the other hand, many of the images and connotations 
presented are not ‘truly’ religious, let alone Christian, and could rather be labelled 
blasphemous as Thomas dares to fuse religious and sexual implications into one 
single image. At times one might even get the impression that he is mocking the 
Christian tradition. FitzGibbon thinks that if Thomas “was a religious poet, his was a 
religion that excludes morality, dogma, even sureness of belief” (FitzGibbon 230). 
                                                 
78 Ellis 23. 
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The shocking result of the blending of religious and secular aspects in his poems has 
served as an argument for those critics who regard him as a blasphemous poet. I 
believe that it is not possible to assign Thomas to either one of those categories. 
When analysing Dylan Thomas’s poetry one might observe a tendency in his 
poems to contain explicit or implicit sexual imagery. The poems are full of puns or 
jokes which bear sexual connotations, or Thomas chooses his images in a way which 
leaves the possibility of sexual interpretation open for the reader. Ackerman remarks 
that “undoubtedly Thomas was an extremely sexual man; he possessed, too, what 
may be called sexual imagination, one quick to create imagery and perceptions 
basically sexual in their connotations” (Ackerman, Life and Work 41). We have seen 
above that the source of Thomas’s religious imagery is to be found in his childhood. 
According to Ferris, the same holds true for his sexual imagery. He says that 
Thomas’s mother was a very warm person who liked to “kiss and cuddle” (Ferris 
40). Ferris assumes that this behaviour was the reason why Thomas was sexually 
precocious (Ferris 40). However, Lycett points out that he “was slower in his sexual 
development” than his friend Daniel Jones, for instance (Lycett 45) and not 
precocious at all, which, if true, would weaken Ferris’s argument. Ferris suggests 
that Thomas’s relation to his mother brought about “the classic Oedipal situation in 
which the son competes with the father for the mother’s love, and succeeds in 
ousting the father” (Simpson 4; cf. Ferris 40). Ferris seems to overlook in his 
assumptions that in the classic Oedipal situation hatred for the father arises; 
Thomas, however, is said to have respected his father (Lycett 44) and to have “had a 
great deal of affection for him” (Simpson 5). 
Thomas seems not to have been at ease with his sexuality. This could especially 
be observed in his later years. He showed “a desperate need to assert his 
masculinity, drinking heavily and trying to get women to go to bed with him” 
(Simpson 4) and expressed his dislike for homosexuality (CL 56, 71, 137). Yet the first 
poem of the collection 18 Poems, “I see the boys of summer”, shows clear 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 120 – 
implications of homosexuality (Logan 48). It seems as if Thomas tried as hard to 
prove his heterosexuality as he tried to dismiss the Non-conformism of his youth. 
Sexual implications and connotations are often connected to religious imagery 
in Thomas’s poetry. The Bible has influenced Anglo-Welsh literature in general, and 
it provides a great part of his imagery and terminology. The language and rhythms 
of the Bible are clearly reflected in Thomas’s writing style. The following close look 
at his poetry will reveal a moral tension between sin and salvation. This tension is 
also one of the major characteristics of the Non-conformist ethic, as it is concerned 
with the individual conscience. As we have seen in Chapter 3, Thomas who “came 
increasingly to think of himself as a religious poet” (Ackerman, Life and Work 21f.) 
grew up in a family in which the church and the Bible were of importance. This is 
reflected in his poetry, which is, moreover, “informed by the recognition of a radical 
relationship between human and natural life” (Ackerman, Companion 76). 
We can, in addition, notice the great influence which the works of W. B. Yeats 
had on Thomas’s writing. Yeats had early discovered his interest in mystic religion 
and the supernatural. Traces of his influence are not only found in the themes 
Thomas chooses for his poetry. They are also found in his style and form. The 
combination of religious and sexual imagery is as characteristic of Yeats as it is of 
Thomas. “Both poets, in creating ‘substitute religion’ for themselves, use sex as an 
analogy for human and divine creativity” (Presley 190). The themes of religion and 
sex are interwoven to such an extent that they seem inseparable. This is what makes 
his poems so interesting. “Thomas cannot resist the pun, the joke, the wittingly 
surprising, and one is reminded of Yeats’s comment that ‘only the true believer dare 
blaspheme’” (Ackerman, Companion 92). Stearns points out explicitly that the “poet’s 
attitude toward sex is central and closely connected with the allied themes of 
religion and man” (Stearns 119). Logan suggests that in the “partly blasphemous, 
partly Rabelaisian” (Logan 48) images in Thomas’s poetry, we can observe the “same 
agonized whistling in the dark about sexual love which emerges in Thomas’s letter 
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and in so many of his poems” (Logan 48). To illustrate this, Logan refers to the 
above-mentioned poem “I see the boys of summer” (CP 7) and the poem “My hero 
bares his nerve” (CP 13), which is associated with masturbation (Logan 48). The 
latter subject can be noticed in several of Thomas’s early poems which “steam with 
sexual energy” (Ferris 98), for instance “If I were tickled by the rub of love” (CP 15). 
Mervyn Levy, an old friend of Thomas’s, is reported to have claimed that he and 
Thomas “were bred in the masturbatory era” (cited after Ferris 98), and that his 
poetry clearly reflects this. Thomas, “like Donne, speaks with directness and passion 
on the theme of sex” (Ackerman, Life and Work 19), Ackerman informs us. He adds 
that in the gradual fusion of sexual and religious themes, which is realised in the 
fusion of sexual and religious imagery, both poets show an “intense consciousness of 
death” (Ackerman, Life and Work 19). Ackerman observes that Thomas seems “to be 
arguing rhetorically with himself on the subjects of sex and death, sin and 
redemption, the natural processes, birth and decay” (Ackerman, Life and Work 43). I 
think Ackerman is right: Thomas’s poetry shows clear indications of the struggle he 
seems to have been going through concerning his religion and his sexuality. 
When we analyse the imagery of his poetry we notice that Thomas “cannot 
resist [...] the daring conjunction of sexual and religious implications in one image” 
(Ackerman, Welsh Dylan 63). Some very good examples can be found in “Altarwise 
by owl-light” (CP 58). In this poem, Thomas refers to God as an “old cock from 
nowheres” (“Sonnet I”, l. 8) and implies an erection in the rise of “Byzantine Adam” 
(“Sonnet V”, l. 6; cf. Tindall 135). Often, Thomas associates Christ with potency, 
especially with creative potency. In several poems, such as 
‘The Boys of Summer’ and ‘If I were Tickled by the Rub of Love’, he 
actually identifies Christ and the phallus – using the phrase ‘Merry squires 
nailed to a tree’, in the former and ‘My jack of Christ born thorny on the 
tree’ in the other, both in unmistakably sexual contexts (Logan 48). 
However, this analysis at times seems a bit too far-fetched. There might not be a 
sexual connotation in “Merry squires nailed to a tree”, for although the mentioned 
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‘tree’ reminds us of Christ who was ‘nailed’ on the cross, we find no convincing 
evidence for the identification of phallus and Christ in this line. 
Moynihan investigates the image of Eden in Thomas’s poems. He tells us that 
the “idea of Eden” (Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 80) is related to “Edenic” states 
(Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 80): these are for example childhood and moments of 
sexual bliss or of tranquillity (Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 80), which reminds us of 
the poets of Romanticism. We find the ‘Edenic’ state of childhood in Thomas’s poem 
“Fern Hill” (CP 134). The theme of this poem is “how it feels to have been young” 
(Tindall 268). The poem expresses the joy of youth as well as the “sorrow of 
maturity” (Tindall 268). The importance of childhood becomes very clear in this 
poem. In some of his poems, Thomas even reaches back to a prenatal state, as in 
“Before I knocked” (CP 11), for instance. This way, “the speakers of the poems are 
attempting to reach the point at which they can escape the anxieties of sexual 
maturity facing Thomas himself” (Wigginton 94). As we have seen above, the reason 
for this may be seen in his childhood. It seems as if Thomas wanted to overcome the 
Oedipal situation in which he found himself by attempting to reach a point in his 
poems which lies before the development of this situation. This can again be 
interpreted as an ‘Edenic’ state as described above. Stearns argues that the major 
theme of Thomas’s poetry – man – is often accompanied by minor themes, namely 
sex and religion, “which are sometimes fused at a high temperature” (Stearns 119). 
He observes that though Thomas did not subscribe to a formal religion, his poetry 
clearly shows the influence of his religious Welsh background (Stearns 119). 
Religious imagery and secular matters are so much interwoven that Ferris 
comes to the conclusion that Thomas used Biblical imagery although he did not 
really care about the Bible’s beliefs (Korg 25). In other words, the Bible was ever 
present in his life, but that did not automatically make him a Christian poet or a 
Christian. This is why a mingling of religious and secular and/or sexual matters is 
possible. The precondition for Ferris’s interpretation is that it is indeed possible to be 
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influenced as deeply as Thomas was by the Christian religion without becoming a 
believer, but to take a rather neutral standpoint when it comes to religion. I think 
that this is doubtful. It can be assumed that Thomas did care about the Christian 
belief, it is just that he could not decide whether he wanted to believe or not. There is 
an interest evident in Thomas’s poetry which reveals that the poet was struggling 
with religion and Christianity, which would mean that his standpoint was not 
neutral at all, as can be seen in poems such as “And death shall have no dominion”. 
Moynihan observes that poems such as “This side of the truth” (CP, 88) deal 
with themes like “the inability of the rational mind to know either right or wrong” 
(Moynihan, Craft and Art 198). In dealing with such themes, he explains, these poems 
reject the traditional notions of Christianity, yet they “invoke Christian archetypes to 
call for an indefinable religious spirit” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 198). The 
ambivalence of Thomas’s poetry becomes very clear here. In his attempt to define 
Thomas’s God, Moynihan refers to Thomas’s definition of God as given in Quite 
Early One Morning. He therein identifies three different gods, namely “a God of 
creation, a God of attrition, a God of love” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 226). Moynihan 
observes that the God of creation as defined by Thomas very much resembles the 
God of the Old Testament and also calls to mind Blake’s Nobodaddy. This God of 
creation “is an evolutionary God who created life and death out of the sea” 
(Moynihan, Craft and Art 226). According to Moynihan the second God, the God of 
attrition, “is a god of time and destruction, of the wearing-away of life” (Moynihan, 
Craft and Art 226). The God of creation and the God of attrition thus stand in 
opposition. The third God – or, we might say, the third “aspect[...] of divinity” 
(Moynihan, Craft and Art 227), as it is possible to interpret the three gods as the three 
facets of one divine being – is the God of love, “who stands weeping over His earth 
as the earth destroys itself” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 227). According to Moynihan, 
“Man’s imperfect origin is reflected primarily in a flesh-spirit, mental-ghost 
antagonism” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 228); in his imperfection, it is man who is to 
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be held responsible for much of the evil in the world. Thomas, Moynihan assumes, 
“found an imagistic link between the God of genesis and the ‘stuff of all men’, 
between the creator of the universe and the creature of the world, in Christ” 
(Moynihan, Craft and Art 228). This link between the creator of the world and the 
‘stuff of all men’ is illustrated in many of Thomas’s poems and probably finds its 
climax in “Before I knocked” (CP, 11f.). 
What is important to note is that religious imagery works in two directions in 
Thomas’s poetry. Christ can either serve as a metaphor or simile, as is the case, for 
instance, in “Unluckily for a death” (CP 91), or we might find metaphors which are 
used to describe Christ. Christ can, moreover, appear as a person in the poem. It is 
sometimes difficult, if not impossible, to decide whether Christ is praised in these 
poems or not, and Thomas seems to be continually changing his mind about the 
subject, which is best revealed in one of his epigrams: 
If God is praised in poem one 
Show no surprise when in the next 
I worship wood or Sun or none: 
I’m hundred-heavened and countless sexed (cited after Kershner, Dylan 
Thomas 67). 
This quote incorporates everything we have discussed so far. Thomas indicates the 
several religious directions which can be implied in his poetry, and he admits that 
these are changing all the time. He also acknowledges his frequent use of sexual 
imagery; it can be seen that the two themes of sex and religion are inseparable. We 
will illustrate the theoretical aspects we have discussed so far in the following 
chapter, which will be concerned with the analysis of several of Thomas’s poems. 
In her analysis of Dylan Thomas and Julia Kristeva, Eynel Wardi focuses on 
Thomas’s imagery as an expression of creation and regeneration. In the “literal 
images of birth and conception” (Wardi 22) as used by Thomas in his poetry, she 
identifies “metaphorical allusions to various creation myths (biblical, Welsh, and 
others), and the myths of regeneration (Christ’s, Noah’s, Orpheus’s)” (Wardi 22). 
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These images represent the “creative process as the enactment of its subject’s fantasy 
of his own advent” (Wardi 22). As this comment already suggests, Wardi sees a 
strong identification of the poet with Christ. Wardi explains that “[t]he motif of the 
Christian sacrifice, with its condensation of death and resurrection, serves in 
Thomas’s poetry to elaborate melancholic loss and ambivalence within a 
‘sacramental’ articulation” (Wardi 22). This means that Thomas expressed matters of 
his personal life, which are obviously secular, in a ‘religious’ language as he seemed 
to see a parallel between his life and Christ’s, which is expressed in the frequent use 
of Crucifixion and Resurrection imagery. Wardi takes up Kidder’s comment of the 
active participation in religion and remarks that Thomas’s poetry is indeed “an act 
(rather than a statement) of faith” (Wardi 24). Thomas’s texts, Wardi concludes, can 
be seen as a symbolical “Christian sacrament – a prayer, a sermon, the eucharist” 
(Wardi 24). As symbolic sacrament Thomas’s poetry “derives its invocative power 
from its ‘oral’ dynamics of intentionality” (Wardi 24). These oral dynamics were 
developed in his childhood. Korg remarks that “Thomas’s sense of words was first 
formed by a youth in which the Bible and the eloquent sermons of Welsh evangelists 
played an important part” (Korg 24). We will see later how this is reflected in his 
poetry. Korg further points out the tension which evolves between religious 
language and secular matters in Thomas’s work: 
Christian imagery that appears prominently in many of [Thomas’s] poems 
has convinced some critics that Thomas was a religious poet, but he 
usually puts this imagery into a secular framework, and it seems likely 
that, as Paul Ferris has said of religion, ‘... he used its language and myths, 
which he had learned in childhood, without ever absorbing or caring much 
about its central beliefs’ (Korg 24f.). 
Most critics agree that Thomas is ‘religious’; they do not, however, agree on what 
they mean by this. Some critics have labelled Thomas’s religious position 
pantheistic. Empson, for example, sees in Thomas’s art an expression of pessimistic 
pantheism (cf. Kershner, Dylan Thomas 69). Others, such as FitzGibbon, think that 
Thomas’s attitude towards religion is better described as “reluctant agnosticism” (W. 
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Davies 60). A. T. Davies even suggests that Thomas’ “ethos and poetic vision” was 
Catholic (A.T. Davis 43). I disagree with A. T. Davies. Although Thomas uses 
religious, even Catholic imagery79, in his fusion of this imagery with sexual 
connotations and allusions he is often blasphemous, as will be shown. This is clearly 
an indication of Thomas’s rejection of a strict (Catholic) doctrine. Thus, A. T. 
Davies’s assumption cannot be verified. Thomas was, as Ackerman remarks, “Bible-
haunted rather than Bible-blest” (Ackerman, Companion 92). The influence of the 
Bible is evident in Thomas’s poetry, but most of the time it is used to express a 
secular or blasphemous, non-religious content. 
Anglo-Welsh literature in general has been influenced not only by the Bible, 
but also by the religious poetry of the seventeenth century. The same holds true for 
Dylan Thomas in particular. With the religious poetry of seventeenth century poets 
such as Donne, Thomas shares an immense interest in childhood. Childhood, for 
Thomas, is the ‘ideal’ state in life. It is characterised by innocence and the 
unawareness of death (Ackerman, Life and Work 19). Moreover, Thomas’s poetry 
shows a “deep sense of guilt and of separation from God, alternating with moments 
of vision; a liking for wit and paradox; and the use of Christian imagery and 
symbolism” (Ackerman, Life and Work 19). In “Thomas’s liking for shock tactics, his 
use of daring image, the unusual reference, pun, and double-meaning” Ackerman 
sees a parallel to the religious poetry of Donne and Vaughan (Ackerman, Life and 
Work 65). He points out that Thomas himself acknowledged John Donne as one of 
his most important influences (Ackerman, Companion 71). As his style shows Thomas 
emerges as a religious poet, not simply in his preoccupation with sin and 
death but in his metaphysical concern with the fundamental processes in 
man and nature, ancient identities he celebrates in a language dense with 
images but always physically exciting (Ackerman, Companion 71). 
Though Thomas actually subscribed to no formal religion, it is reported that he 
                                                 
79 We will see, for example, that the crucifixion is an important image in Thomas’s poetry as it is in the Catholic 
Church. 
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exclaimed shortly before his death, “I am a Puritan!” (cited after Moynihan, Craft and 
Art 27). Thomas was certainly not devout and he rebelled against the religion he had 
been taught as a child. Instead he “learned to see nature as holy, faith in life as 
essential, and love as the best immortality” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 216). As 
Ackerman observes, Thomas uses Biblical imagery mostly when his theme is the 
natural world (Ackerman, Companion 88). 
Yet Thomas thought of himself as a religious poet to some extent. He remarked 
that for him, the “joy and function of poetry is, and was, the celebration of man, 
which is also the celebration of God” (EPW, 160) and that his poems were “poems in 
praise of God by a man who doesn’t believe in God” (Brinnin 105). Karl Shapiro 
comments on this remark as follows: 
One wishes they were; one is grateful for, and slightly surprised by, the 
acknowledgement to God and Man, for in the poems we find neither faith 
nor humanism. What we find is something that fits Thomas into the age: 
the satanism, the vomitous horror, the self-elected crucifixion of the artist 
(Shapiro 176). 
We have noticed before that although Thomas refused to accept and believe in the 
Christian tradition itself, he created much effect by using its images. In a 
correspondence with Pamela Hansford Johnson, Thomas wrote, “I care not a damn 
for Christ, but only for his symbol, the symbol of death” (CL 82). It all comes down 
to the words. Thomas was aware of the strength of symbols, especially of those used 
in church. As we have noticed above he copied these symbols hoping that they 
would enhance the strength of his poetry. The experience of Non-conformism is thus 
ever present in his poetry. Ackerman says that it is not possible to say whether 
Thomas was “seeking or fleeing” belief (Ackerman, Companion 93), but that his 
poetry still seems to unite secular and religious imagination. He argues that 
although “religious in feeling and temperament when he deliberately explores 
biblical event and theology he usually emerges as doubting Thomas, inspired more 
by fable than doctrine” (Ackerman, Companion 93). The relation between secular and 
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religious is defined by Ackerman as a ‘dual attitude’ “for, despite the influence of 
Christian thought and language on his writing, he often yields to the temptation of 
blasphemy when dealing with religious themes” (Ackerman, Life and Work 63). 
While Ackerman observes a tendency towards blasphemy, Fraser sees a movement 
towards religion in Thomas’s life and poetry. He remarks that this religious attitude 
seems to be a Christian one. At the same time Fraser explains that Thomas was 
“certainly not a poet, like Eliot for instance, to whom dry theological and 
metaphysical speculations were, in themselves, poetically exciting” (Fraser 199). 
In his study Entrances to Dylan Thomas’ Poetry, Ralph Maud suggests that 
Thomas had his own God whose only function was to make death less fearful, or 
“the other way round, that miraculous force which – not for any arguable reason but 
nevertheless effectively – makes death less fearful, he call[ed] God” (Maud, Entrances 
113). This, however, I do not find satisfying. There are a lot of religions which believe 
in a life after death, a prospect of heaven, rebirth, or Resurrection. In the Oxford 
Dictionary of the Christian Church, for example, it is explained that 
Though in no sense a specifically Christian doctrine, the hope of 
immortality is an integral element in Christian belief. [...] The essential 
shape which the doctrine assumed in Christianity arose from the fact of 
Christ’s resurrection. (ODCC 822). 
Most people who affiliate with religions like these do so because this belief helps 
them to make death less fearful – as does Thomas’s God. It is anchored in man’s 
nature to search for something which makes fearful things less threatening and 
which explains events and incidents man cannot explain. It is natural for human 
beings to look for comfort in death, and they often find this comfort in religions and 
in a belief in God. Maud’s statement therefore merely proves that Thomas was 
trying to find something to believe in which makes death less threatening, as 
everybody else does. 
We have seen how Moynihan interprets Thomas’s own definition of God. 
However, Moynihan points out that this is not the only angle from which one can 
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look at Thomas’s God. Moynihan concludes that if Christ is a human being, then the 
reverse perspective must be possible as well, which means that every man (and most 
importantly for Thomas: the poet) can potentially be seen as a Christ figure 
(Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 73). Seen against a Christian background this is quite 
a daring thesis and, for me, not convincing. If we take, for instance, the poem “I have 
longed to move away” (CP 53) we will observe that it reflects Thomas’s 
conflicts in matters of religious belief at this stage, linking his impulse to 
reject the conventional Nonconformist beliefs [...] of his Welsh background 
with the desire to escape from the fear of death, a fear that increases with 
passing time and thereby is a powerful prop to the need to believe 
(Ackerman, Companion 94). 
The conflict which has been mentioned above becomes clear again in this statement. 
It seems as if Thomas just could not free himself from the religious background in 
which he grew up; he was not happy with it and tried to rebel against it. It cannot be 
decided whether his poetry is Christian or anti-Christian, but an underlying 
‘religiousness’ of some kind is undeniably evident. In his early poetry Thomas seems 
to be complaining about God, but, as Ackerman stresses, it seems as if the reality of 
God is not questioned (Ackerman, Companion 162). This heritage of his Puritan 
upbringing is part of his character and it is so strong that Thomas was not able to 
free himself from it. Treece points out that in “the poetry of Dylan Thomas one may 
similarly find two of these elements: inquiry, and a terror of fearful expectation” 
(Treece 55). What becomes clear is that it is not possible to answer the question as to 
what extent Thomas is a religious poet. It has been pointed out that there are several 
different opinions, each of which gives good and convincing arguments. I find the 
following statement by Merwin the most convincing: Merwin says that Thomas’s 
poems “are the work of a religious poet trying, at times desperately, to find and 
come to grips with his subject, finding it, and making it into a poetry of celebration – 
into some of the greatest poetry that has been written in our time” (Merwin 237). 
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5.2 “Altarwise by owl-light” 
 
 
 
Kleinman’s publication (1979) is the only critical work published which is 
solely dedicated to the religious aspect of Thomas’s poetry. However, it does not 
consider his work completely but focuses on the sonnet sequence “Altarwise by owl-
light” and the sources of its imagery and intertextuality, which are for the most part 
Biblical. He lists possible pre-texts but fails to interpret their relations to the post-
text. In the introduction to his analyses of the individual sonnets, Kleinman attempts 
to attach different labels to Thomas as a poet. He describes him as a Romantic and 
compares him to Keats, with whom he shares “the wonder of the senses and the 
bitter awareness that all flesh is grass” (Kleinman 1). Referring to “a group of young 
English writers who called themselves the Apocalyptics” (Kleinman 1), Kleinman 
thinks it as justified to call Thomas an apocalyptic poet. In their manifesto, the 
Apocalyptics dissociated themselves from the influence of Auden and Eliot, and 
“created an apocalyptic pantheon” (Kleinman 2) in which they named ‘new’ 
influential poets among whom we find Dylan Thomas. While the two statements of 
Thomas as a Romantic and as an Apocalyptic poet seem quite plausible to Kleinman, 
the view of Thomas as a surrealist poet is not convincing to him. In his opinion 
Thomas “owed nothing to the ancestors of surrealism, Lautréamont and 
Appollinaire; nor to the later practitioners, Aragon, Breton, and Eluard” (Kleinman 
2).  
Elder Olson devotes a chapter of his study of Thomas’s poetry (1954) to the 
sonnet sequence “Altarwise by owl-light” as well. In his analysis, Olson focuses on 
the religious and mythological sources of Thomas’s poetry. He takes up Thomas’s 
comment that the sonnets of the sequence form a narration and gives a useful 
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summary of this narration. However, Olson’s analysis is not very detailed. The 
problem, Olson admits, is that a “detailed discussion of the subtlety and complexity 
of Thomas’s art in [the sonnet sequence] is matter for a whole book” (Olson 86). 
Olson acknowledges the significance of the sonnets and ascribes to them a central 
position in the poet’s work. He thinks that “Altarwise by owl-light” is a “meditation 
on a problem of great seriousness by a character in serious suffering because of that 
problem” (Olson 86). Viewed in this light, the sonnet sequence is comparable to 
great poems like Wordsworth’s “Ode on Intimations of Immortality”, Keats’s “Ode 
to a Nightingale”, or Milton’s “Lycidas” (Olson 86).  
Burdette divides his study The Saga of Prayer (1972) into two major parts. In the 
first part, entitled “Image motifs: Thomas and the Gnostics”, Burdette gives an 
introduction to the recurring motifs in Thomas’s imagery and compares them to the 
ideas of the Gnostics. As these recurring motifs he names the imagery of light and 
darkness, the image of the celestial sea, the imagery of house and garments, sleep 
and awakening imagery as well as the image of the maiden soul (Burdette, Table of 
contents). In the second part of the book, Burdette analyses four poems by Thomas, 
for example “Vision and Prayer” (CP 114), taking into consideration the image 
motifs discussed in the first part of his study. Burdette’s book gives a helpful 
introduction to Gnosticism, which attaches central importance to ‘gnosis’, “the 
supposedly revealed knowledge of God and of the origin and destiny of mankind, 
by means of which the spiritual element in man could receive redemption” (ODCC 
683f.). Gnostics, Kershner points out, “deny the validity of atonement and the 
humanity of Christ; they stress a doctrine of mystical election and deny that the 
physical universe is God’s handiwork or otherwise reflective of Him” (Kershner, 
Dylan Thomas 86). However, the validity of Burdette’s survey becomes somewhat 
doubtful when we read in the introduction that his book is 
a study of that doctrine [i.e. Gnosticism] and its imagery, comparing it 
with Thomas’s thought and imagery, [which] permits a more cohesive 
understanding of the poems, even though it does not mean that Thomas 
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can be called ‘a Gnostic.’ His thought and language resemble those of 
Gnosticism, itself a combination of many religious groups (Burdette 9). 
Also Burdette is forced to admit that “there is no evidence that Dylan Thomas read 
any of the gnostic sources or any works treating those writings” (Burdette 26). In my 
opinion, Burdette is therefore not able to justify the grounds of his research 
sufficiently. His is a rather speculative approach. He says that the comparisons 
suggested in his investigation “are parallels only, not source studies, but they do 
suggest a common insight and conviction” (Burdette 26). 
The sonnet cycle “Altarwise by owl-light” contains so many allusions and 
quotations that the ten poems almost seem like small, literary crossword puzzles, 
pressed in the literary form of a sonnet. Daiches explains that the symbolism of the 
sonnets is often too complex to achieve the desired effect (Daiches 21); this also holds 
true for Thomas’s intertextual allusions. While some are quite straightforward such 
as the hint at Irving’s Sketch-Book of Geoffrey Crayon, others are more complex and 
harder to decipher. 
The sonnet sequence of “Altarwise by owl-light” raises a lot of questions. First, 
there is the question whether the ten sonnets form a unified whole, i.e. whether we 
are encountering one large poem, or whether the sonnets are to be considered 
separately, as individual poems. In a letter accompanying a selection of poems, 
including the first seven sonnets of “Altarwise by owl-light”, Thomas explains to 
Denys Kilham, the editor of The Year’s Poetry, that the sonnets should be treated as 
individual poems, “though they are linked together by a certain obscure narrative, 
they’re entirely self-contained” (CL 921). When Thomas offered the poems to Robert 
Herring for publication in Life and Letters Today, he declared them “the first passage 
of what is going to be a very long poem indeed” though “each section is a more-or-
less self-contained short poem” (CL 204; cf. Maud, Words 14). When the poems were 
about to be published in the volume Twenty-five Poems, Thomas advised the editor to 
print each sonnet on a different page, “for, although the poem as a whole is to be a 
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poem in, and by, itself, the separate parts can be regarded as individual poems” (CL 
202). Maud suggests that given these hints by the poet himself, we, as readers, 
should treat each of the sonnets individually before attempting to define the nature 
of their linkage (Maud, Words 15). 
“Altarwise by owl-light” is presented in the first person. It contains several 
developments which “are embodied in Biblical images [and] give them a wider 
range of reference” (Korg 25). The poems display “some brilliant identifying 
imagery” (Daiches 20). They suggest “the identity of man with Christ, of creation 
with death, of history with the present” (Daiches 20f.), and they also imply the 
identity of man with Christ and with Dylan Thomas himself, which becomes 
especially clear in Sonnet VIII (Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 85). The speaker of the 
sonnet sequence can be interpreted as the “prototype of the human race” 
(Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 85). He is “one with all the outcasts and rebels of 
history and literature – Cain and Rip Van Winkle, Ishmael, Jonah, and Christ 
crucified” (Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 85). However, as Daiches points out, the 
imagery, and thus the proposed identities, is often too complex to achieve the effect 
Thomas probably desired to achieve (Daiches 21). The “conflict of image and 
feeling” (Ackerman, Companion 92), which can also be found in Thomas’s early 
poetry, is likewise a feature of the sonnets in question. The “verbal pyrotechnics” 
(Ackerman, Companion 92) of the poems do not fail to express “a metaphysical 
delight in the daring conjunction of the sexual and religious” (Ackerman, Companion 
92). 
In his discussion of the sonnet sequence, Olson comes to the conclusion that the 
poems’ symbolism involves six levels. The first level is based on the “analogy of 
human life to the span of a year” (Olson 64). The analogy between the sun and man 
forms the second level. The third level is “a level of Thomas’ ‘private’ symbolism” 
(Olson 64), while the fourth level finds its origin in ancient, mainly Greek, myths. A 
fifth level is based on the “relations of the constellation Hercules to other 
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constellations and astronomical phenomena” (Olson 64). The sixth and last level of 
symbolism is a level “derived from the Christian interpretation of levels 4 and 5” 
(Olson 64). As Merwin sees it, the sonnets are a “glorification of the act of creation, 
identifying man with that which he conceives as divine” (Merwin 242). The 
language which is used to express this glorification is another point worthy of 
discussion. Critics have assessed the poetic quality of the sonnets in several ways. 
Some critics have praised the sequence as the best poem in the collection Twenty-five 
Poems, if not the best Thomas ever managed to put to paper. However, others have 
dismissed the sequence as a “splendid failure” (Tindall 127), or “a good bad poem, a 
bad good one, or a discouraging muddle” (Tindall 127). This “discouraging muddle” 
displays a loose chronological framework, Moynihan observes, which finds its basis 
in several references to periods in life, going from birth to maturity. The child is born 
in Sonnet I and placed in its cradle (Sonnet I, l. 11). In the second sonnet, “the child 
that sucketh is shooting up” (Sonnet II, l. 2). The next sonnet describes youth and 
early stages of adolescence; it presents “the loss of innocence in terms of the murder 
of Abel” (Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 84). Sonnet IV “marks the age of question, 
the first awareness of death and passing time” (Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 84). 
The discovery of the hypocrisy of conventional religion and its rejection is the main 
event of the fifth sonnet. The experience of sex brings the “initiation into life, which 
is also an initiation into death” (Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 84). In Sonnet VII, the 
speaker of the poem becomes “aware of the nature of reality” (Moynihan, “Biblical 
Rhythm” 85). The crucifixion in Sonnet VIII is followed by “ the mummification and 
the burial of the crucified one” in Sonnet IX (Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 85). The 
last sonnet answers the question “What meaning has this for the poet?” (Moynihan, 
“Biblical Rhythm” 85). I will now take a look at each of the sonnets individually. 
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5.2.1 “Altarwise by owl-light in the halfway-house” – Sonnet I 
 
The ten poems of “Altarwise by owl-light” are usually referred to as “sonnets” 
even though the only characteristic feature they share with traditional sonnets is the 
fact that they consist of fourteen lines each. They do not share the specific rhyme 
scheme which characterises the Italian or Elizabethan sonnet and often divides the 
poem into an octave and a sestet, or three quatrains and a concluding couplet. We do 
find occasional rhymes in Thomas’s sonnets as well, as for instance in lines 2 and 4 
and lines 8 and 10 of Sonnet I. Yet the rhyme scheme is too irregular to establish a 
distinctive pattern. Thomas does not use iambic pentameter for the “Altarwise by 
owl-light” cycle though this metre is predominant in sonnet writing. Also, the 
traditional argumentative structure is questionable in the given sonnets. While the 
main theme or metaphor is often introduced in the first and extended in the second 
quatrain, the third brings a twist, a Peripeteia, which concludes in the summarising 
couplet (cf. Wenzel 264). Thomas’s first sonnet consists of two sentences which 
divide the poem into two main parts: a sestet, comprising the first sentence (lines 1 
to 6) and an octave, comprising the second sentence (lines 7 to 14)80 (cf. Kleinman 
12). The sestet establishes the scenery while the main action happens in the octave. 
The octave’s introductory “then” marks the turning point of the sonnet as the above 
established scenery changes. 
Thomas carefully chooses his words and plays with them. He uses alliteration 
to bind two words in an inseparable unit, thus stressing their individual as well as 
combined importance. An incidence of this can be seen in line 11, “walking word”. 
This will be discussed in detail later. As another way to emphasise important words, 
some expressions are repeated in the course of the sonnet: “gentleman”, who in his 
position as “opponent” of the speaker is mentioned several times, and “wind(y)” 
                                                 
80 One could also argue that instead of the octave we are facing another sestet as well as a concluding couplet as 
the last two lines are the climax of the poem. 
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and “halfway”, the latter two helping to create the atmosphere of the poem. There 
are two main patterns of meaning in this poem which are worth mentioning. These 
patterns assume a contrastive function, the pattern of “death and decay” 
(“graveward”, “lay”, “wounds”, “bed”) in struggle with the pattern of “new life and 
comfort” (“cradle”, “shelter”, “bed”). It is interesting to note that “bed” depending 
on the interpretation of its meaning as either grave or place to sleep can be assigned 
to either category. “Bed” is not the only word which allows several interpretations. 
Some expressions used in Sonnet I have not only a double but a triple meaning or 
even more, one of which often bears a sexual connotation. The above-mentioned 
“bed” is also the soil from which plants spring81 and last but not least the place of 
sexual union. “Fairies” (l. 4) are not only creatures from a magical world but also 
homosexuals. The “cock” of line 8 even opens up to four possible meanings: it can 
mean fowl, leader, and penis and is sometimes used as a perversion of the word god, 
for example in oaths (OED III, 409). The expression carries further connotations, as 
we will see later. It is interesting to note that Thomas uses these expressions which 
have several meanings in such a way that every single meaning is possible and 
comprehensible depending on the perspective from which the poem is viewed. 
The speaker of the poem is a child. This can be concluded from the use of the 
expression “my cradle” in line 11. It is the first time that the speaker refers to 
himself82. With the speaker as child or baby, he forms a contrast to the other person 
in the poem, the gentleman (lines 2, 7, 13). This contrast is not only demonstrated in 
his definition of being an adult, in this poem he is also strongly associated with 
death and decay (he lies “graveward”, l. 2). In the octave, there is an interaction 
between the speaker and his “opponent”: the gentleman scrapes at the child’s cradle 
and addresses him (the climatic exclamation of the last two lines). The atmosphere of 
the poem emphasises this scary action. 
                                                 
81 This is another argument to place “bed” in the pattern of “new life”. 
82 His puzzling identity will be discussed later. 
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The action takes place in “owl-light” (l. 1), meaning “dusk” (cf. Tindall 128), 
“[t]hat night of time” (l. 12) in the “halfway-house” (l. 1). Both time and place help to 
create an uncomfortable atmosphere, which is further intensified by the weather 
(“windy”, l. 10). In his description of the scenery, Thomas draws us into the world of 
a child’s nightmare: the child is by himself, it is dark, and there is the soughing 
sound of the wind and a stranger (a person known to the child would probably not 
be called “gentleman”, which is rather impersonal). The tone of the poem is dark 
and gloomy, the uneven rhythm and the use of noticeably many dark “o” sounds 
support the mood. Half-rhymes help Thomas to achieve “a rugged, harsh, uneven 
sound consistent with the theme of his poem” (Kleinman 12). 
The analysis of the poem will show that Thomas uses several intertextual 
references in the course of the sonnet. In particular, the poem refers to the Bible, 
notably to the story of the crucifixion. These references might be said to be the most 
easily identifiable and most prominent instances of intertexutality in Sonnet I. 
However, there are more to be detected: Thomas also refers to the Greek myth of 
Cronus as well as Gerard Manley Hopkins’s poem “The Half-way House”. The latter 
reference is more prominent and direct than the first. Then there is possibly a further 
intertextual reference to two poems by John Donne, “Song” and “Twickenham 
Garden”. The function of these intertextual references will be discussed in detail at 
the end of the analysis of the sonnet. 
After barely outlining the structure, speaker and tone of the poem, I would 
now like to take a look at the poem in detail. The first three words of the first of 
Thomas’s sonnets, “Altarwise by owl-light”, have been the subject of many 
interpretations. These interpretations range from easy approaches such as Maud’s, 
for whom “altarwise” simply means “in the shape of the cross” (Maud, Words 15) to 
more complex ones such as Tindall’s. Tindall defines “altarwise” according to the 
dictionary as the way “an altar is usually placed” (Tindall 128). When a church is 
built the altar is usually placed to face East, where the sun rises, to symbolise 
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Christ’s resurrection. In some cases, the altar may also be placed eastward as this is 
presumably the direction in which Jerusalem is to be found.83 In this interpretation, 
“altarwise” (dawn) forms a contrast to “owl-light” (dusk). Tindall takes this 
interpretation one step further, explaining that “wise” corresponds to “owl” (the owl 
being a symbol for wisdom) and thus “light” to “altar” (Tindall 128). In other words: 
“‘altarwise’ and ‘owl-light’ are likewise implied: with the wisdom of the owl and the 
light of the revelation” (Knieger 625). The Biblical altar84 is “a constructed platform, 
initially intended for slaughtering sacrifices for the God of Israel next to or upon its 
surface, who would visit the site regardless of its location (see Exod. 20.24)” (OCB 
21). The altar, strongly associated in its definition with sacrifice, anticipates that of 
Christ (Knieger 625). 
The “halfway-house” (l. 1),85 in which the poem’s action is set, translates for 
Maud as the state “between living and dying” (Maud, Words 15), an interpretation 
which works very well with the mood of the poem and corresponds to the two 
patterns of meaning discussed above. For Tindall, the expression means either 
womb86 or “half-way through life” (Tindall 128), the latter supporting the 
interpretation of the gentleman as father who is “half-way through life” in contrast 
to the new-born son. It is interesting to note that 
In ältester Zeit wurde der Verstorbene wahrscheinlich auch im Haus 
begraben. Nach ägyptischer Vorstellung sollte der Tote seinen Sarg wie ein 
Haus verlassen können, was durch die Anbringung der Scheintür 
angedeutet wurde. Die Römer bezeichneten das Grab als domus aeterna 
(Lurker 160). 
In the context of Christian tradition, “house” is always associated with God’s house, 
the church (cf. Gen. 28:16f.). This would help to explain the “altar”. Tindall suspects 
that Thomas took the phrase “halfway house” from a Gerard Manley Hopkins poem 
                                                 
83 This holds true for some Western churches such as Aachen Cathedral, for example. 
84 “The ordinary Hebrew word for altar is mizbēah, meaning ‘slaughtering place’ […]. In biblical narrative, 
altars are built at a location where divine-human contact has been, or presumably could be, encountered” (OCB 
21). 
85 This may also refer to a correction house or reformatory. 
86 “Im Ägyptischen war ‘Haus’ zugleich ein Bild für den Mutterschoß” (Lurker 160). 
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of the same title which is concerned with the Eucharist (Tindall 128; cf. Hopkins 28f.) 
and “in which the speaker calls on Love, that is, Christ, to come down and be 
caught” (Mariani 27). Mariani explains: 
The position that Christ was only symbolically present in the Eucharist, 
held by many prominent members of the Anglican Church […] gives way, 
for Hopkins, to the Roman Catholic doctrine of Real Presence: ‘He is with 
you in the breaking of the bread.’ If there is any one doctrinal point which 
seems to have fired the intellect and imagination of Hopkins, it is precisely 
the doctrine of the Real Presence (Mariani 27). 
This interpretation implies a possible meaning of the house as Eucharist or even 
housel (Tindall 128). If the phrase is indeed taken from Hopkins’s poem, this might 
imply Christ’s presence at the scenery. 
As we have seen above, the setting and the mood of the poem are established 
mainly with the help of the first line. In the centre of the described scene is the 
“gentleman” (l. 2) who lies “graveward with his furies” (l. 2) in the “halfway-house” 
(l. 1). Who is this gentleman and who are his furies? For Maud, the answer is simple: 
The gentleman is Christ, the furies are the “mortal combatants” (Maud, Words 15). 
Tindall, however, does not agree. In his opinion, the “gentleman” may either 
represent Thomas’s father or he might be Thomas himself in the womb. I think that 
the interpretation as Thomas’s father D.J. is most convincing, as we will see, the 
poem opens up to an Oedipal struggle between father and son. This would explain 
why the gentleman lies with his “furies”. The furies, or the Three Erinnyes, sprang 
from the drops of blood which fell upon Mother Earth, Gaia, from the wound 
Uranus bore through the castration by his son Cronus (Graves 37; cf. Urker 99). In 
this intertextual reference to the Greek myth, Thomas already implies what is to 
happen later. The three furies’ “task is to hear complaints brought by mortals against 
the insolence of the youth to the aged, of children to their parents” (Graves 122). 
That Thomas was particularly fond of the furies is pointed out by Tindall. It can be 
seen for instance in the short story “The Mouse and the Woman” (Thomas 72ff.). 
Tindall observes that “[s]ometimes Thomas makes the furies seven instead of three, 
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sometimes, like Milton, he confuses them with the three fates, and sometimes, 
confronting them, he calls them by name” (Tindall 129). The gentleman not only lies 
with his furies, he does so “graveward”. The suffix “-ward” is used to form 
adjectives “with the sense ‘having a specified direction’” (OED XIX, 899). Thus 
“graveward” can be interpreted as moving towards grave – the gentleman is facing 
age and death. Tindall is convinced that this expression either means “tomb” or 
“womb” – two terms often used and confused by Thomas (Tindall 129). To 
summarise the first two lines of the sonnet we can say that the twilight scenery of a 
half-way house, a gentleman, who probably represents Thomas’s father, lies with his 
furies (who imply the forthcoming Oedipal conflict) awaiting his death. 
In line 3, “Abaddon in the hang-nail cracked from Adam” is used by Thomas, 
in Korg’s interpretation, to “present[...] himself as a son of Adam” (Korg 25). 
Abaddon literally means “place of destruction” and 
refers to the realm of the dead in the Hebrew Bible. Occurring mainly in 
wisdom literature, Abaddon is synonymous with Sheol (Job 26.6; Prov. 
15.11; 27.20), with Death personified (Job 28.22) and with the grave (Ps. 
88.10-12). Occasionally the imagery suggests punishment; more often it 
indicates the inevitability and finality in death (OCB 3).87 
Abaddon as devil (Revelation 9:11; Maud, Words 15) and “Apollyon, the destroyer, 
and angel of the bottomless pit” (Tindall 129) arises from Adam, in other words: 
Adam is presented as the source of evil, which is a hint at the original sin.88 Abaddon 
is “in the hang-nail” (l.3). The words “hang” and “nail” are in Christian tradition 
immediately associated with Christ hanging on the cross. Tindall agrees but also 
suggests the interpretation of “hang-nail” as phallus for in both, cross and phallus, 
“Adam and the devil are involved” (Tindall 129). In Kleinman’s interpretation, 
“hang-nail” is 
                                                 
87 “In the New Testament, Abaddon is mentioned once (Rev. 9.11), not as the place of the dead but rather as the 
name of the angel of the abyss who leads the demonic horde of monstrous locusts against most of humanity” 
(OCB 3). 
88 “Mortal sin came into the world with Adam; the crucifixion is a redemption of sin by a moment of deliberate 
self-sacrifice” (Maud, Words 16). 
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a typical Thomas pun: a hangnail, literally, is a cracked piece of skin 
hanging from the finger. As a metaphor, ‘hangnail’ contains genealogy and 
prophecy: it is a statement that Christ (the cuticle) is descended from 
Adam (the finger), and it is a prediction that Christ will hang nailed to the 
Cross (Kleinman 16). 
The “atlas-eater” (l. 5) bites out the “mandrake” (l. 6). The “atlas-eater” emanates 
“from his fork” (l. 4); the personal pronoun “his” is probably referring back to the 
gentleman. Both Maud and Tindall agree that “fork” stands for the gentleman’s 
crotch (Maud, Words 15; Tindall 129), which would indicate that the “atlas-eater” is a 
direct descendant of the gentleman, so probably Thomas. At the same time, this 
descendant is “a dog among the fairies” (l. 4), for Tindall clearly a metaphor for 
Thomas’s position among his contemporaries (Tindall 129). We should also note that 
for Thomas, “dog” is the exact opposite of “God”, a play of words which is further 
supported by the fact that “dog” is “God” read backwards. If the “dog among the 
fairies” is the opposite of God, this might be an implication of Abaddon, which 
would allow the conclusion that the gentleman and Adam are the same person. The 
“dog” in the meaning of man’s faithful companion is a very down-to-earth 
contemporary in comparison to the elf-like fairies surrounding him.89 The “atlas-
eater” has a “jaw for news” (l. 5). In a letter to Henry Treece, Thomas complains 
about Edith Sitwell’s interpretation of “Altarwise by owl-light”. He thinks that her 
analysis (especially of lines 5 and 6) is “very vague and Sunday-journalish” (CL 301) 
and that she does not pay attention to the literal meaning of the words. The literal 
meaning of these lines, Thomas explains, is that a “world-devouring ghost creature 
bit out the horror of tomorrow from a gentleman’s loin” (CL 301) and that the “jaw 
for news” is a variation of “nose for news”, meaning that “the mouth of the creature 
can taste already the horror that has not yet come or can sense it coming, can thrust 
its tongue into the news that has not yet been made” (CL 301). So again, we have a 
                                                 
89 Or he might be seen as the heterosexual surrounded by homosexuals. One of Thomas’s countless affairs, Liz 
Reitell, who reportedly described his “homosexual panic”: when she was is a bar with Thomas and started 
speculating whether someone was homosexual, he “said he thought he was going mad and he was concerned 
that it might be because he was homosexual himself, and always had been” (Lycett 428). 
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sense of foreshadowing of what is to come. 
The “atlas-eater” bites out the “mandrake”. Knieger thinks that “mandrake” is 
the male genital and that Thomas is “utilizing the myth that a mandrake shrieks 
when it is pulled out of the ground” (Knieger 626). However, mandrakes – an image 
which is probably taken from John Donne’s “Song” (Donne 9) or “Twickenham 
Garden” (Donne 52)90 – can also mean “children” in Thomas’s poetry (Tindall 129). 
The definition of “mandrake” in Evans proves helpful in this context: 
The root of the mandrake, or mandragora, often divides in two, presenting 
a rough appearance of a man. In ancient times human figures were cut out 
of the root and wonderful virtues ascribed to them, such as the production 
of fecundity in women (Gen. xxx, 14-16). They could not be uprooted 
without supposedly producing fatal effects, so a chord used to be fixed to 
the root and round a dog’s neck, and the dog when chased drew out the 
mandrake and died (Evans 707).91 
This explains why the “atlas-eater” is a dog; it does also, however, imply the atlas-
eater’s death. Tindall summarises this passage as follows: “Thomas, the young 
creative devil-dog-mandrake, is born. Since a son’s birth is father’s death, the young 
dog bites out father’s mandrake and reports the news” (Tindall 129). Less convincing 
is Maud’s interpretation of the passage as a scene of crucifixion. The scene has “been 
intensified by a macabre unfamiliarity: it is a castration, performed by an ‘atlas-
eater’ because of his fear of the enormous progeny of the seed of sinful humankind” 
(Maud, Words 15), thus a reference to Adam. It is, in my opinion, an act of 
emancipation: Thomas, the offspring, detaches himself from the influence of his 
father to create his future (possibly as a poet) according to his own standards. But of 
course such a detachment is neither easy nor without consequences. 
Through the castration by his son, the gentleman is wounded (l. 7). The 
                                                 
90 “Song” is a poem about the unfaithfulness of women (see “No where / Lives a woman true and fair”, Donne 
9f, l. 17f.), while “Twickenham Garden” deals with unrequited love and the lover’s despair. The garden, 
however, is described as and associated with Eden (“True paradise, I have the serpent brought”, Donne 52, l. 9). 
91 “Fecundity” as the ability to produce an offspring can be a hint for the “mandrake” representing male 
genitalia. – The mandrake’s power does not stop at fecundity: It was also often used as a sleeping potion (cf. for 
instance Anthony and Cleopatra, I, 5, ll. 4ff.: “Give me to drink mandragora […] That I might sleep out this 
great gap of time”). The belief of the mandrake’s power is preserved even in contemporary popular literature as 
for example in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets (cf. Rowling 102). 
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castration of the father by his son is a direct reference to the myth of Uranus and 
Cronus and the creation of the furies. “Wounds” in Christian tradition is strongly 
connected to the crucifixion and Christ’s wounds. For Moynihan, this implies an 
identity of the wounded gentleman and Christ, the “figure for suffering humanity” 
(Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 83). The father is suffering from his loss. The 
gentleman is “penny-eyed” (l. 7) which might imply that he will die from the 
wounds and lie “with pennies to keep his eyelids closed” (Maud, Words 17; cf. 
Tindall 129). The gentleman is “[o]ld cock from nowheres and the heaven’s egg” (l. 
8). As described above, “cock” has several meanings. Apart from these, it is also 
associated with Christ’s denial during which the cock crows three times (Matthew 
26:75; Mark 14:72; Luke 22:34; John 18:27; cf. Standop 108). In Christian tradition, 
Standop explains, the cock is “ein Symbol religiöser Wachsamkeit” (Standop 108). 
For Tindall, the whole phrase implies “God, Jesus, father, son, and Lawrence’s 
‘Escaped Cock’” (Tindall 129), a short story better known as the first part of a short 
novel entitled “The Man Who Died”, first published in 1929 (Lawrence, The Short 
Novels II). It is the story of the resurrection of a rejected prophet; though unnamed, 
an identity with Christ seems likely. In the first part of the novel, the main symbol is 
the cock itself, tied by the leg by the vulgar peasant, released by the 
prophet. The first act of his reborn existence is to let it fly free; and its 
newfound freedom is a symbol of his own sensuous faculties, imprisoned 
during the years of his mission and almost extinguished during his passion 
and death (Hough 106). 
The “heaven’s egg” might imply Christ, “egg” standing for “offspring” or “child” 
coming from the heavenly father.92 
The gentleman has his “bones unbuttoned to the halfway winds” (l. 9), 
“halfway” referring back to line 1 (see above) and “bones unbuttoned” bearing – yet 
again – a phallic connotation (Tindall 140). The line shows the gentleman’s 
vulnerability: for an attacker, he would be an easy target. Thomas remains true to 
                                                 
92 “Egg” nowadays is associated with Easter, thus it could imply the crucifixion. 
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one pattern of meaning, namely “fowl”: he writes about a “cock”, which is a 
heaven’s “egg” that “[h]atched” (l. 10). This might either imply Christ as God’s son 
or Adam as God’s creation. The cock is standing “on one leg” (l. 10). Two 
interpretations are possible: this might either mean that the cock is actually a 
weathercock (which goes very well with the “halfway winds” [l. 9.]; Standop 108; 
Tindall 140) or it might indicate a scene of crucifixion at which the two legs are 
“reduced to one by being nailed to the one upright of the cross” (Maud, Words 17; cf. 
Tindall 129). I think that both interpretations are justifiable. Kleinman goes one step 
further and explains that the descent of the Holy Spirit is symbolised by a dove and 
that “Thomas transforms the dove into a Disney-like, molted old cock” (Kleinman 
21), but I think that this interpretation is too far-fetched. 
In line 11, the gentleman (cock, egg) scrapes93 at the speaker’s cradle, and, as 
mentioned before, the speaker refers to himself for the first time in this line. 
Kleinman thinks that the image of the cock scraping at the cradle is taken from “a 
legend about a cock which began crowing ‘Christus natus est’ at the moment of 
Nativity” (Kleinman 21). This given, an identity of the speaker and Christ would be 
implied. And assuming that the speaker could also be Thomas himself, this might 
suggest a unification of Thomas and Christ. The “walking word” can be seen as a 
prediction of the speaker’s future as a poet (Maud, Words 17), but as “word” also 
connotes “Bible”, “walking word” can also be interpreted as a reference to Christ. In 
other words, this expression implies both “Christ as Word and Thomas as poet” 
(Tindall 129). 
The cock scrapes at the cradle “[t]hat night of time under the Christward 
shelter” (l. 12). This might denote the time of “Christ’s death on the cross” (Maud, 
Words 17). It could also, however, refer to Christ’s birth in a stable in Bethlehem, 
which I think fits better with the “cradle” (manger). In the last two lines, which can 
be seen as a climax of the poem, the opposing gentleman addresses the speaker of 
                                                 
93 Another term to fit into the pattern of “fowl”. 
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the poem (“he said”, l. 13). He states his position: “I am the long world’s 
gentleman”, which denotes 
both father and son [which] is suggested by an implied pun on sun, which 
moves in the last line between the tropics. Sun is God or father and sun is 
Son or Jesus. Since Father and Son are consubstantial above, so below are 
father and son. Both Father and Son create the Word, and down here a 
poet is born (Tindall 130). 
I think that this interpretation is too far-fetched and confusing, though as Father and 
Son created the Word, so did D.J.94 and Dylan Thomas. So far this analysis is 
comprehensible. I think that with this statement, the gentleman, earlier exposed to 
castration and foreshadowing of his death, expresses the belief in his overcoming 
these obstacles: he still is the gentleman and he still belongs to the “long world”, the 
word “long” implying eternity. During this time the gentleman shares his bed “with 
Capricorn and Cancer” (l. 14). Maud suggests that the gentleman “is confined 
between the two antipodes” (Maud, Words 17), but the problem is that “Goat and 
Crab do not good bedpartners make” (Maud, Words 17). He explains that in this line, 
“Thomas is having Christ reveal unsavoury aspects by the company he keeps” 
(Maud, Words 17). In Christian symbolism, cancer serves “wegen seines Häutungs-
Panzerwechsels als Hinweis auf das ‘Abwerfen des alten Adam’ und auf die 
Auferstehung aus der Grabeshülle” (Biedermann 245). Capricorn, however, is 
associated with the devil, avarice, falsity and fraud (Biedermann 421). So again, we 
might conclude that these expressions refer back to the original sin. 
In summary we can say that in this last part of the poem, the castrated 
gentleman Adam and/or D.J. Thomas, overcoming death and attack, scrapes at the 
cradle of the son, presumably Christ and/or Thomas, to state boldly his position as 
the gentleman and as the one sharing his intimate shelter with the original sin, 
warning his son. 
Tindall remarks that the persons in the poem seem to “crowd a landscape by 
                                                 
94 D.J. Thomas unsuccessfully aspired to write. 
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Dali” (Tindall 128), and indeed it appears so. The scenery of the poem bears an 
undeniable surrealistic character. In the course of the poem we face beasts and 
scenes of castration and crucifixion. The complicated syntax of the poem enhances 
the feeling of awkwardness even further. How can we summarise the poem? Several 
suggestions have been made. Maud thinks that what “this poem is saying is that 
Thomas considered himself to have been touched by the crucified Christ at his birth, 
we cannot, given the tone, assume that it was entirely wholesome” (Maud, Words 
17f.). Kleinman suggests that the poem is “a transformation of the Nativity story 
according to St. Luke” (Kleinman 13) but that the Christian theme is not treated in a 
traditional way. What we have seen in this analysis is that there are a lot of 
possibilities to interpret certain images and features of the poem. My summary 
would be rather simple: it is the prophecy of an Oedipal struggle. The son attacks 
the father, but the father does not give up defenceless. The images and metaphors 
that are used to illustrate this struggle point to different directions. They bear 
obvious Christian connotations, which are used to imply the Nativity story, the 
Eucharist, the crucifixion, death, denial and resurrection. As we have seen in the 
analysis, the speaker may be Thomas or Christ, presumably both, indicating the 
parallel of Father and Son to father (D.J.) and son (Thomas) respectively.  
In order to create the aforementioned situation and atmosphere, Thomas refers 
to the following pre-texts: Gerard Manley Hopkins’s poem “The Half-way House”. 
It is concerned with the Eucharist (cf. “He is with you in the breaking of the bread”, 
line 18 of Hopkins’s poem). The phrase is taken over literally, but it is not marked as 
a quotation, therefore it qualifies as an allusion. It is used to set the eerie mood of the 
poem and to evoke associations with the Eucharist. The allusion to the Greek myth 
of Cronus – in Thomas’s sonnet evoked by the furies – is used to foreshadow the 
events which happen later in the poem, the castration of the father by the son. The 
castration in the sonnet mirrors the incident of the myth, and it helps to provoke 
associations with the Oedipal complex.  
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As has been pointed out above, “mandrake” may refer to two of John Donne’s 
poems, to “Song” or to “Twickenham Garden”. However, I think that Thomas did 
not intend an intertextual reference here. The powers associated with the mandrake 
as a sleeping potion are quite well-known, and as it is also supposed to stimulate 
fecundity in women, Thomas probably chose it as a metaphor because of that. Also 
the theory of the “cock” referring to Lawrence’s “The Escaped Cock” is not 
convincing, though the story does recast Christ’s resurrection and does therefore fit 
in neatly with the context of the sonnet cycle. Yet I think that the metaphor of the 
cock is taken from the Bible. Like “hang”, “nail”, and “wounds”, it is an unmarked 
allusion to the crucifixion. These references support the mood of the poem, as does 
the mentioning of “Abaddon”, another allusion to the Bible, most likely to the Book 
of Revelation. “Adam” is another allusion to the Bible, associated with the original 
sin; however, I think that the mentioning of “Adam” is actually a quotation, so well-
known that a marker is superfluous.  
The pre-texts of this sonnet can be put into two categories, “myth and 
mythology” and “the biblical account of the crucifixion”. It is worth mentioning that 
the mood of the used pre-texts is preserved in the post-text. Even more, the pre-texts 
are used to enhance the dark mood of the sonnet. 
In the biographical part of this thesis we have seen that Dylan Thomas’s 
relation with his father was not always an easy one. While they shared many 
character features, there was a lot of disagreement in others. I think that this relation 
is reflected in the sonnet and in the difficult struggle between the gentleman and the 
child. Presumably in the image of the father’s castration, Thomas expresses his 
closeness to his mother, maybe even to her religious beliefs which would explain the 
choice of the religious references. The father may also stand for the ‘land of fathers’ – 
and thus for Wales.95 The castration may therefore not refer to the castration of an 
actual man but of the cutting of ties to Thomas’s home, an act of emancipation.  
                                                 
95 The national anthem of Wales is called “Old Land of my Fathers” (“Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau”). 
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5.2.2 “Death is all metaphors” – Sonnet II 
 
The poem we are concerned with here consists of only one sentence indicated 
by a full-stop at the end. This sentence comprises five smaller units, which are 
separated by semi-colons. We can divide the poem into a sestet and an octave as the 
first six lines of the sonnet are still concerned with the child of Sonnet I while the last 
eight lines introduce a new aspect. As in Sonnet I, the poem’s climax is found at the 
end in the statement of a speaker, in this case of “the hollow agent” (l. 11). Some 
persons who are mentioned in the first sonnet are also present in Sonnet II, namely 
the child (ll. 2 and 5), Abaddon (l. 7) and Adam (l. 9). New to the scenery are Jacob 
(l.10) and the “hollow agent” whose identity will be discussed later. The poem 
seems to be spoken by an omnipotent narrator who is not involved in the scene. 
Maud thinks that not only the last four lines are spoken by the “hollow agent” but in 
fact the whole sonnet. The “hollow agent” “seems to be to be [sic!] the Holy Ghost, 
defamed as empty, hollow not holy, and the agent-spokesman of death” (Maud, 
Words 18). There is a personal address found in line 8 (“you”). While in the first 
sonnet, the pattern of “death” contrasted the pattern of “new life”, here we find the 
two opposing patterns of “light” (“spark”, l. 5; “alight”, l. 6; “stars”, l. 10) and 
“darkness” (“black”, l. 8; “midnight”, l. 10). 
The first line of the poem is very emphatic: “Death is all metaphors”, Thomas 
informs us, “shape in one history” (l. 1). This is to tell us that the “history of any of 
us, all the developmental shapes we go through, are aspects of death” (Maud, Words 
18). In other words: death begins with birth, all stages of life we go through are 
stages towards death. However we name or evaluate these stages, it is all just a 
metaphor for the final cause, death. In Tindall’s interpretation, the line states that 
man is a metaphor for all things. Thus, Tindall adds, “one term of every metaphor 
involving man implies his death and all stories of man take death’s shape” (Tindall 
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130). I think that this line is a neat transition from the previous sonnet where we 
encountered the opponent’s life and death. It reminds us that trying to fight death 
we can only lose and that this is a fate all of humankind, or even all living things, 
share. From this rather pessimistic opening, Thomas moves back to the child of 
Sonnet I. The child “that sucketh long is shooting up” (l. 2). The word “sucketh” 
with its old third person singular ending makes the tone of this line Biblical 
(Kleinman 24). The child is “shooting up”, which means that he is growing fast. The 
expression carries the connotation of aggression as it can also be interpreted as 
actual shooting. The child is “[t]he planet-ducted pelican of circles” (l. 3). The circles 
can be interpreted as the breasts of the child’s mother. The metaphor suggests “the 
picture of the infant Jesus being suckled at his mother’s breast” (Kleinman 24). It is 
interesting to note that Thomas uses varied vocabulary in this line. He draws his 
words from astronomy (“planet”), anatomy (“ducted”), ornithology (“pelican”) and 
geometry (“circles”) (Kleinman 24). Moreover, there is a pun involved in this line: 
“planet-ducted = galaxy = milky way = breast (circles)” (Kleinman 24). In Christian 
art, the pelican is “a symbol of charity; also an emblem of Jesus Christ by ‘whose 
blood we are healed’” (Evans 846). In choosing the metaphor “pelican” for the child, 
Thomas again implies his identity with Christ. 
The mediæval BESTIARY tells us that the pelican is very fond of its brood, 
but, when they grow, they often rebel against the male bird and provoke 
his anger, so that he kills them; the mother returns to the nest in three 
days, sits on the dead birds, pours her blood over them, revives them, and 
they feed on her blood (Evans 846; cf. Kleinman 24).96 
The child “[w]eans on an artery the gender’s strip” (l. 4). Tindall points out that 
“according to the bestiary, the young bird kills the old bird by feeding on its 
arteries” (Tindall 130). Thomas takes up aspects of Sonnet I in these two lines: the 
son killing the father and the Oedipal competition of father and son. The “gender’s 
strip” can be interpreted in several ways. Tindall thinks that it “corresponds to the 
                                                 
96 Bestiaries describe “the supposed habits and peculiarities of animals both real and fabled, with much 
legendary lore and moral symbolism”, popular between the 11th and 14th century (Evans 107). 
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tropical zone of the macrocosm” (Tindall 130), thus referring back to the end of 
Sonnet I. Kleinman, however, interprets “gender’s strip” as male genitalia (Kleinman 
25), which I think is justifiable. However, the pelican of the bestiary is weaned on the 
artery of the mother, so this interpretation of the “gender’s strip” as the mother’s 
artery is also possible. In any case, being weaned on an artery means that the child is 
drinking blood (thus sucking the life out of the mother), not milk, and for Kleinman, 
this is a foreshadowing of the blood which will be shed by Jesus on the Cross 
(Kleinman 25).97 So as in Sonnet I, Thomas uses images and their connotations to 
imply future events. The artery of line 4 may also refer to that which nourishes the 
mother – in Thomas’s case this may be religion. If the child then is weaned, this 
could imply a turning away from religion. 
The child comes from “the short spark in a shapeless country” (l. 5). This line 
possibly bears a sexual connotation. The “short spark” might in its vividness be 
interpreted as coitus which takes place in the “shapeless country”, i.e. womb (Maud, 
Words 18). Kleinman even goes one step further suggesting that the “shapeless 
country” is “Mary’s womb, a frequent image in [Thomas’s] poems, since gestation to 
him is always a journey and the womb is always a shapeless country” (Kleinman 26). 
Again, this might imply that the child is Jesus. 
The child “[s]oon sets alight a long stick from the cradle” (l. 6). Bearing in mind 
that the child is Jesus, one might interpret the “long stick” as the Cross (Kleinman 
27). My first association when I read the line was a sparkler. The child comes from a 
spark and in setting alight the long stick (sparkler), he overtakes his father. I think it 
is a metaphor for either growing up or masturbation.  
Line 7, “[t]he horizontal cross-bones of Abaddon”, again bears a heavy sexual 
connotation. Kleinman explains that this image serves four purposes: 
1. It reintroduces Abaddon and Adam (of whom Christ is created) and 
links them with Jacob. 
                                                 
97 It also evokes associations with vampires and their depiction in popular belief and literature. 
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2. It is an elliptical image of skull and crossbones, a familiar symbol of 
warning on poison labels, danger signs, and pirates’ flags. 
3. It introduces, through its piratical image, the nautical image of Jacob’s 
ladder […] which in turn suggests a Biblical reference to Jacob’s dream. 
4. It foreshadows the Cross (Kleinman 28). 
I would like to go through these purposes again one by one. The first one is pretty 
straight forward: Abaddon and Adam, whom we have already met in Sonnet I, are 
taken up again including all their connotations (Abaddon: devil, evil; Adam: origin 
of all humankind, original sin). These are linked to Jacob (l. 10) and Jacob’s ladder 
leading up to Heaven (Gen. 28:12) – quite the opposite of Abaddon and Adam. 
Second, the crossbones are reminiscent of the crossbones and skull on poison labels 
and pirates’ flags. The crossbones of Abaddon may be seen as a warning sign against 
the evil which arises from Abaddon. Third, they are associated with pirates’ flags. 
And last, but not least, in the expression “cross” the Cross is always implied. The 
image takes up many results we have already gained in the interpretation. It takes 
up the connection between Abaddon and Adam as well as the origin of Christ; it also 
foreshadows Christ’s death. The image introduces new aspects as well, namely 
piratical associations which can be seen as the first hint for the upcoming voyage (cf. 
Sonnet V). 
In line 8, we find a personal address: “You by the cavern over the black stairs”. 
Kleinman thinks that in this line “Thomas calls God accusingly, tauntingly. The line 
suggests a conspiracy plotted by a political boss and his henchman (God and his 
angels) in a dim room over the back stairs” (Kleinman 28). I think that it is also 
possible that the reader of the poem is addressed here. After all, we are not free of 
sin, either, and we are descendants of Adam. We, in our little chamber on the second 
floor, are reading the poem in the dark, thinking ourselves detached entirely from its 
message, but we are not. We are in line with Abaddon and Adam and are involved 
in the action. Tindall takes a different approach and interprets the line as 
concentration on the “the horrors of childhood” (Tindall 131) and thinks it is a good 
line compared to the others in this sonnet, which lacks the “density and 
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magnificence” of the first (Tindall 131). I agree with his judgement of this sonnet: it 
is by far less packed with images and less dense than the first poem of the cycle. 
The “verticals of Adam” (l. 9) are the bones of Adam’s skeleton. They form a 
ladder which “has rungs made of devil’s bones” (Maud, Words 19). Maud sees a 
metaphor in the “cross-bones of Abaddon” (l. 7), which form a ladder’s horizontal 
steps for the stages of manhood (Maud, Words 19). This again emphasises the 
connection between Adam and Abaddon. The image of the ladder is based on both 
Bible and legend (Kleinman 28). Kleinman is convinced that the ladder becomes a 
pun: 
Literally [it] refers to Jacob’s dream, but it also implies the Incarnation of 
the Word as it descended the ladder of bones wrought of Abaddon and 
Adam. And, finally, it is the ladder from the legends of the Crucifixion, by 
means of which Christ is removed from the Cross (Kleinman 28f.). 
In the following line, the image of Jacob’s ladder evokes associations with Genesis 
28: “And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it 
reached to heaven: and behold the angels of God ascending and descending on it” 
(Genesis 28:12; cf. Maud, Words 19). It is a “reiteration of God’s covenant with his 
chosen people” (Maud, Words 19). The ladder is “manned by midnight” (l. 10). This 
image “suggests a crew of angels manning the ladder at midnight” (Kleinman 29) 
and reinforces the argument stated above. 
In lines 11 and 12, we find an “ironic reference” to Matthew 10 (Kleinman 30): 
Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and one of them shall not fall on 
the ground without your Father. / But the very hairs of your head are all 
numbered. / Fear ye not therefore, ye are of more value than many 
sparrows (Matthew 10:29-31). 
Kleinman thinks that this reference is a warning and a “taunting reminder of God’s 
double-cross” (Kleinman 30). According to Maud, the “feathers” of line 12 should be 
interpreted as death’s feathers (Maud, Words 19); Tindall, however, thinks that the 
feathers imply the Holy Ghost (Tindall 131). The “nettles” (l. 12) could be a reference 
to the crown of thorns at the Crucifixion (Tindall 131). Tindall explains that both 
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nettles and feathers bear “hope of renewal” (Tindall 131) in the Crucifixion and 
Resurrection of Christ, which is also expressed in the word “hemlock” (l. 14). The 
hemlock “though in one form a poisonous plant [...], in another is an evergreen in a 
‘wood of weathers’ or reality” (Tindall 131). 
The “[h]airs of your head” (l. 11) are “the roots of nettles and of feathers” (l. 12) 
which are “[o]ver these groundworks thrusting through a pavement” (l. 13). 
According to Maud, we should interpret the “groundworks” as the “earth which is 
our bodies” (Maud, Words 19), while the pavement is “the head through which our 
poisonous hair thrusts” (Maud, Words 19). He summarises lines 11 to 14 and 
explains that “[w]hen it comes to the skull part of the skeletal ladder of the growing 
youth, we see […] that the hairs of our heads are already deadly” (Maud, Words 19). 
Kleinman offers a different interpretation. He points out that Thomas uses parallel 
images to describe the growth of Christ and the growth of the tree on which Christ 
will be crucified (Kleinman 30). This suggests inevitability: “the push of the child’s 
head through the womb is as inexorable as the relentless pressure of the tree’s roots 
‘through a pavement’” (Kleinman 30). 
The most dominant image of the last line, “hemlock-headed”, suggests several 
associations: first of all, it evokes associations with Christ’s prayer at Gethsemane 
and Mark 14: “And he said, Abba, Father, all things are possible unto thee; take away 
this cup from me: nevertheless not what I will, but what thou wilt” (Mark 14:36). 
According to Kleinman, this contains an “elliptical reference to wormwood and gall” 
(Kleinman 30f.). Moreover, the passage suggests “the hyssop which Christ drank on 
the Cross” (Kleinman 31), and finally, “the hemlock of another execution in 
antiquity, that of Socrates” (Kleinman 31). 
The second image of the last line, “wood of weathers” (l. 14), “recalls Lancelot 
Andrewes’s description of Christ, betrayed and deserted: ‘... and He [was] left in the 
state of a weather-beaten tree, all desolate and forlorn’” (Kleinman 31). The last four 
lines of Sonnet II “are an ironic paraphrase of the parable of the sparrows” 
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(Kleinman 31). It may also be a “modified version” of Isaiah 53:2-3 (Kleinman 31): 
For he shall grow up before him as a tender plant, and as a root out of dry 
ground: he hath no form nor comeliness; and when we shall see him, there 
is no beauty that we should desire him. / He is despised and rejected of 
men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief: and we hid as it were 
our faces from him; he was despised, and we esteemed him not (Isaiah 
52:2-3). 
The child is growing up in this sonnet. But the infant’s death is already 
foreshadowed. This is expressed in several references to Christ’s Crucifixion, a fact 
which we can see as an implication of the identity of the infant and Christ. The 
reference to Christ and the Crucifixion is loose and thus can be identified as an 
allusion. The allusion to Christ is used to further stress the emphatic first line of the 
sonnet, “Death is all metaphors”, as Christ’s death probably bears the most 
meaningful metaphor of all – redemption. The sonnet takes up the references to 
Adam and Abaddon. They connote evil and sin, and are thus used as a contrast to 
the child/Christ. Also, they can be interpreted as metaphors for the beginning (Adam 
stands for Genesis, the first book of the Bible) and the end (Abaddon stands for the 
Revelation, the last book of the Bible). Moreover, it introduces Jacob and his ladder. 
This is a reference to Genesis 28:12. Again, as with Adam, this is so well-know that it 
qualifies as an unmarked quotation, in my opinion. The reference to Jacob may be 
seen as a metaphor of hope: the ladder reaches up to Heaven, where salvation is to 
be expected. The reference to Matthew 10:29-31, which we find in lines 11 and 12, is 
an instance of pastiche: it takes up the original in an ironic way, but is playful and 
not critical. It seems that in its position after the outlook on salvation which had been 
given through Jacob’s ladder a line earlier, this reference is a warning. As line 14 
may refer to several different pre-texts, this reference can only qualify as an allusion. 
Together with the aforementioned intertextual references it is a perfect example of 
Thomas’s inner turmoil: good and evil, hope and despair – Thomas’s references keep 
swaying between his poles as he did himself. 
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5.2.3 “First there was a lamb on rocking knees” – Sonnet III 
 
 
 
The third sonnet consists of one sentence which is divided into three parts by 
semicolons: the first part runs from line 1 to line 6, the second one from line 7 to line 
10 and the last part from line 11 to line 14. This formal subdivision may lead us to 
the conclusion that Thomas intended a division into one sestet and two quatrains. 
Several lines are interconnected with the help of consonance (“knees” / “horns”, ll. 1 
and 3; “grave” / “eve”, ll. 2 and 4), assonance (“bone” / “fold”, ll. 10 and 12), or 
rhymes (“ladle” / “cradle”, ll. 7 and 9).  
From the choice of words, we can observe a lot of moving up and down within 
this poem: “climbing” (l. 2), “down” (l. 5), “dipped” and “descended” (both line 10), 
and “ladder” (l. 13), which allows movement in both directions. As will be discussed 
in detail later, the sonnet takes up several aspects which have been mentioned in 
previous ones, namely Adam, the cradle, the ladder and the antipodes. In the sonnet, 
we find an accumulation of images taken “from Genesis, the Gospels, the 
Incarnation, medieval legends of Adam, puns, the zodiac, Shakespeare, Milton, 
Washington Irving, and one of Thomas’s unpublished poems” (Kleinman 32). In the 
imagery of the poem we can actually distinguish five categories. They give the poem 
an order which can be disrupted by neither syntax nor chronology. The categories of 
the imagery are sheep (“wether” and “flock”, both l. 3; “ram”, l. 11; “mutton”, l. 12), 
seasons (“seasons”, l. 2; “year” and “winter”, both l. 11; “weathering changes”, l. 13; 
“spring”, l. 14), the Bible (“Adam”, l. 3; “Eve”, l. 4; “garden time”, l. 6), sex (“worm 
that mounted Eve”, l. 4; “marrow-ladle”, l. 7; “mutton fold”, l. 12), and death 
(“grave”, l. 2; “skullfoot” and “skull”, both l. 5; “vaults”, l. 7; “undertaker’s van”, l. 8) 
(cf. Kleinman 32f.). We can divide the sonnet into three distinctive parts on a 
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figurative level. The first part is the Atonement of Christ for the sin of Adam, the 
second part is the Incarnation, and the third is “a zodiacal metaphor of seasons” 
(Kleinman 32). 
The pattern of sheep reminds us of Psalm 23, in which God is presented as 
shepherd who guides the believer and makes him “lie down in green pastures” 
(Psalms 23:2). The sheep metaphors of Sonnet III indicate “Thomas’s present and 
future conditions, the seasons and the globe” (Tindall 131). The lamb, Kleinman 
informs us, is not only the traditional paschal offering; it is also the zodiacal sign for 
the first month of the year among the Israelites (Kleinman 33). 
Knieger thinks that this sonnet is “definitely a Christian poem” (Knieger 624). 
He suggests that the lamb could be identified with Christ and that the sonnet itself 
becomes a “dramatization of the birth, crucifixion, and resurrection of Christ” 
(Knieger 624). The identification of Christ with the lamb is for Kleinman a definite 
reference to John the Baptist, who pointed to Jesus with the words “Behold the lamb 
of God” (John 1:29), and to the paschal offering as described in Exodus 12: “Your 
lamb shall be without blemish, a male of the first year: ye shall take it out from the 
sheep, or from the goats” (Exodus 12:5; cf. Kleinman 33). Kleinman adds that the 
lamb became the “Eucharistic victim – perfect, holy, and unblemished” among the 
Christians (Kleinman 33). 
The first part of the poem is the description of scenery which will change in the 
further course of the poem. This is already indicated in the first word of the poem, 
“first”. “First” there are two things in the described scenery, namely the “lamb on 
knocking knees” (l. 1) and the “three dead seasons” (l. 2). The first line of the sonnet 
is taken from one of Thomas’s unpublished poems (“Twenty Eight”, The Notebook 
Poems 155; cf. Kleinman 33; Maud, Words 20). Maud describes the poem as  
a poem of loss of youth, without relief or compensation. Thomas picked up 
lines for use in his sonnet sequence, which is now pushing forward with 
chronological leaps like Rip Van Winkle’s (in Washington Irving’s story) 
(Maud, Words 20). 
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According to Tindall, the “lamb on knocking knees” suggests Thomas as a child of 
one or two years (see the requirements for the paschal offering above) who is “like 
the lamb of God or Jesus” (Tindall 131). The lamb 
ist wegen seiner rührenden ‘Unschuld’ Symbol des reinen und arglosen 
Wesens, das bei den Israeliten als Passahlamm geschlachtet wurde. Das 
Bild des göttlichen Hirten, der die Herde seines Volkes führt, ebenso vom 
Knecht Gottes, der wie ein Opferlamm zur Schlachtbank geführt wird 
(Jesaja 53,7) ergab das neutestamentliche Bild vom ‘guten Hirten’ Jesus, der 
verirrte Lämmer sucht (Biedermann 261). 
In biblical terms, the lamb is the symbol of “meekness, obedience, and the need for 
protection” (Oxford Companion to the Bible98 418). “In apocalyptic language […] the 
lamb is occasionally a conquering figure that is to overcome all the evil beasts that 
symbolize sin and revolt against God (Testament of Joseph 19.8; 1 Enoch 90.38)” 
(OCB 418).99 Thus, in the lamb of line 1, Adam, the Original sin, and Jesus are united. 
Tindall proposes that the expression of “knocking knees” is a combination of 
“knock-knees with terror and knocking to get out” (Tindall 131).100 The knees may 
also be knocking because they hit the floor; the lamb could thus be little Thomas on 
his knees praying. Dylan Thomas may be expressing his mother’s early influence on 
him with regard to religion.  
The “three dead seasons” can, according to Tindall, be interpreted as the nine 
months in the womb (Tindall 131) – of birth is the start of life, then everything else 
may be seen as death. Kleinman poses a different interpretation. He sees the “three 
dead seasons” as “a hyperbolic description of the three days marking the time 
between Good Friday and Easter Sunday when hope was as lifeless as the body of 
                                                 
98 Hereafter abbreviated as OCB. 
99 “The designation of Jesus as lamb of God at the beginning of his ministry is balanced by the allusion to the 
Passover lamb at his death (John 19.33-37; see Exod. 12.46)” (OCB 419). “Bei Johannes 1,29 weist Johannes 
der Täufer auf Jesus hin, der als ‘Lamm Gottes’ (lat. agnus dei) die Last der Weltsünden auf sich nimmt” 
(Biedermann 261). 
100 “Knock” is reminiscent of the poem “Before I knocked” (CP, 11), a poem which has been widely discussed 
for its confusing (ir-)religious content. The theme of the poem may be stated in somewhat broad terms as the 
“fore-knowledge of life and death and man’s condition” (Tindall 46). As Ackerman observes, this 
foreknowledge is viewed from the standpoint of immortality (Ackerman, Life and Work 46). At the beginning of 
the poem, the speaker is in the “shapeless” (l. 3) state prior to conception and asks the womb for permission to 
enter by knocking at it with its “liquid hands” (l. 2). 
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Christ sealed in the tomb” (Kleinman 34). I do not find this approach convincing 
even though it could be supported by the phrase “climbing grave” (l. 2), which is a 
possible reference to the Cross (Kleinman 34). For Maud, “climbing grave” means 
“growing, but already as good as dead” (Maud, Words 20). According to a legend, 
the Cross grew out of the grave of Adam. We find this legend in the Book Enoch in 
the Pseudopigrapha of the Old Testament as well as the medieval sources Legenda 
Aurea and the Travels of Sir John Mandeville (Kleinman 34; cf. Mandeville 8). The 
probably best known reference to this legend, Kleinman explains, is found in 
Donne’s “Hymn to God my God, in my sickness”: “We think that Paradise and 
Calvary, / Christ’s Cross, and Adam’s tree, stood in one place” (Donne 239, ll. 21f.). 
The “climbing grave” is “[h]orned down with skullfoot and the skull of toes / On 
thunderous pavements in the garden time” (ll. 5f.) by “Adam’s wether in the flock of 
horns” (l. 3), which is the “[b]utt of the tree-tailed worm that mounted Eve” (l. 4). 
Kleinman explains that “Adam’s wether in the flock of horns” is “a synecdoche 
which, in the language of Apocryphya, stands for Adam’s progeny, among whom 
the wether is bruised and crushed” (Kleinman 35). A wether is a ram which leads the 
flock; it is often, though not always, castrated. The emasculation reminds us of the 
old gentleman who lost his mandrake in Sonnet I. 
Line 4 echoes Paradise Lost (Kleinman 36). In this line, the “temptation of Eve 
becomes a seduction described in copulatory terms familiar to the reader who recalls 
Milton’s description of the serpent” (Kleinman 36). Kleinman further observes that 
Thomas adds to this serpent a “prehensile tail which is coiled around the trunk of 
the forbidden tree, thus enabling that worm, tumescent with evil, to mount Eve” 
(Kleinman 36). The “butt” of the “tree-tailed worm” “combines and divides head 
and tail. This combination of opposites leads to antipodal skull and foot or death 
and sex” (Tindall 131). 
The next line “reverses the action in the previous line in which the serpent 
climbed the tree and made of Christ the butt of mankind. Now Christ, through his 
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sacrifice, butts the serpent or horns it down by mounting the Cross” (Kleinman 36). 
Maud explains “horned down” as “engendered by thumping the earth” (Maud, 
Words 21). 
Kleinman thinks that “skullfoot” (l. 5) can be seen as a “compressed image 
which evokes the figure of a barefoot Christ climbing a skull-shaped hill to the place 
of execution” (Kleinman 36f.). He explains that this interpretation is inspired by the 
description of the place of Crucifixion in the Gospel: “And when they were come 
unto a place called Golgotha, that is to say, a place of skull, / They gave him vinegar 
to drink [...]” (Mathew 27:33-34; cf. Mark 15:22; John 19:17; Luke 23:33); “Golgotha” 
is a Hebrew word for “skull”. According to a legend, the hill received its name 
because of the fact that it was used as a place of execution and was thus known as 
the ‘hill of skulls’ (Kleinman 37). The term “skullfoot” may, however, also be a 
reference to “God’s curse upon the serpent” (Kleinman 37) as it is presented in 
Genesis: 
And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed 
and her seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise her heel. / Unto 
the woman said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in 
sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shalt be to thy 
husband, and he shall rule over thee” (Genesis 3:15-16; cf. Kleinman 37). 
Kleinman points out two further literary references to this theme, namely Milton’s 
Paradise Lost (Milton, Book X, ll. 183-190) and Miguel de Unamuno’s poem “The 
Christ of Veláquez” (de Unamuno, Section VIII, 69), which is implied in Thomas’s 
imagery (Kleinman 37f.). 
The “garden” of line 6 is possibly Eden (cf. Maud, Words 21), “garden time” 
indicating the time Adam and Eve spent in the Garden. Kleinman offers a different 
interpretation. He thinks the Garden denotes Gethsemane, the place at which Jesus 
was arrested (cf. Matthew 26:36; Mark 14:32). In John 18:1, Gethsemane is referred to 
as “garden”. The term “skull of toes” already appeared in one of Thomas’s earlier 
poems (Kleinman 38): “From poles of skull and toe the windy blood / Slides like the 
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sea” (“Light breaks where no sun shines”, CP 23, l.14f.). Kleinman explains that the 
“extension and repetition of ‘skullfoot’ […] suggest[s] a walking skull or a walking 
death” (Kleinman 38). This is reminiscent of the “climbing grave”. Maud, however, 
sees in “skullfoot” the “battering ram” which will be the “male member of 
generation” (Maud, Words 21), while the skull of toes could be the same, though he 
also points out that it is not self-evident how this metaphor should work (Maud, 
Words 21). The “thunderous pavements” (l. 6) are possibly “an allusion to the 
reverberation of the mob’s shouts before Pilates’ judgement seat” (Kleinman 39; cf. 
Matthew 27). Kleinman concludes that in this line, “Thomas merges the temptation, 
the Fall and the Redemption into one single instant” (Kleinman 38). 
The second part of the sonnet contains the action. The speaker of the poem 
takes his “marrow-ladle / Out of the wrinkled undertaker’s van” (l. 7f.). He is “Rip 
Van Winkle from a timeless cradle” (l. 9) and he dips himself “breast-deep in the 
descended bone” (l. 10). In these lines, Thomas introduces a second theme, that of 
Incarnation. He presents the Incarnation in “bold, ironic, irreverent imagery” 
(Kleinman 39). The speaker of the poem refers to himself as “Rip of the vaults” (l. 7). 
According to Maud’s interpretation, this refers to the speaker “having been ripped 
from a sarcophagus womb” (Maud, Words 21). It could be suggested that this is an 
indication of the speaker being Christ: in his birth, he “ripped” open the closed (= 
untouched) vagina of his virgin mother Mary. Kleinman, however, thinks that the 
speaker is God, “Rip Van Winkle of the heavenly vaults” (Kleinman 39). The speaker 
takes his “marrow-ladle” (l. 7), “for ladling his marrow into his bones” (Maud, 
Words 21). The marrow-ladle was stored in the “wrinkled undertaker’s van” (l. 8), 
“wrinkled” indicating age, “undertaker” denoting death. The speaker, repeating his 
name in its full form “Rip Van Winkle” (l. 9)101, describes himself as mounting from a 
“timeless cradle” (l. 9). The cradle reminds us of those in Sonnets I and II. This 
reference indicates an identity of all three cradles. If so, it implies a fusion of several 
                                                 
101 cf. Irving 25-44. 
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personalities namely that of the speaker, of Christ, and of Rip Van Winkle. Kleinman 
thinks that the speaker is the 
long-bearded Ancient of Days who stirs from his timeless cradle, feels the 
desire to beget himself, and prepares to descend to one of the daughters of 
men. This image of God the Father seems to have been fashioned out of 
Washington Irving’s Sketch-Book and Blake’s illustrations from the Book of 
Urizen and Song of Los (Kleinman 39). 
Tindall suggests that the young Rip Van Winkle, who is described in the scene as 
climbing from his cradle, can be compared to Thomas, who “wakes from sleep in the 
‘timeless cradle’ of the womb, where he has dipped in the ‘descended bone’ of death 
and sex” (Tindall 132). For Tindall, the only possible interpretation of the 
“undertaker’s van” is the “womb” and the “marrow-ladle” “is only what serves life 
and dishes it” (Tindall 132). 
In his interpretation of this sonnet, Maud focuses on the phrase “timeless 
cradle”. He remarks that for him, this phrase is not enough to associate the poem 
with Christ (Maud, Words 21), but I disagree. If we have identified Christ through 
the cradles of Sonnets I and II, we definitely may see evidence of Christ’s identity 
here as well. Maud proposes that it is rather Rip Van Winkle who, not having 
experienced a life, is “timeless” (Maud, Words 21). He explains that the speaker of 
the poem “is feeling ancient before he even starts, as Rip also felt. The black ram of 
winter is all that is left for him” (Maud, Words 21). However, in Resurrection, Christ 
has also become “timeless”. 
The antipodes say that they rung their “weathering changes on the ladder” (l. 
13), chasing away “[t]he black ram” (l. 11) which is “shuffling of the year, old 
winter” (l. 11) and “[a]lone alive among his mutton fold” (l. 12). And, having done 
that, “twice spring chimed” (l. 14). These last four lines of the poem serve three 
purposes: firstly, they return to the ovine imagery of the beginning of the sonnet and 
thus bind the sonnet together “by merging the themes of sacrifice and incarnation 
into a single zodiacal image” (Kleinman 40). Secondly, they re-introduce spring and 
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thus complete the seasons as well as the cycle of birth, death and resurrection 
(Kleinman 40). Thirdly, these lines are the “description of the simultaneous action of 
generation and regeneration: the supernatural phenomenon of God begetting a son 
is reflected in the natural phenomenon of the earth regenerating itself in the spring” 
(Kleinman 40). The “black ram” (l. 11) of winter is “Aries, the Ram of Spring” 
(Kleinman 40) in Thomas’s zodiacal system. The expression also evokes associations 
with a line from Shakespeare’s Othello: “an old black ram / is tupping your white 
ewe” (Othello, Act I, Scene 1, ll. 89f.). 
Tindall proposes that a development can be observed in these lines, starting 
out with Thomas as a white lamb which then grows to become the “ram rod” of 
Thomas’s poem “Lament” (CP 148, l. 3). The image suggests that Thomas is “the 
only one who is not cold mutton in a flock of muttonheads, a ram among the 
ninnies, and ‘the black spit of the chapel fold’” (Tindall 132). As a sign of the zodiac, 
“the Ram ushers in the poet’s spring as old winter shuffles off” (Tindall 132). 
The circle of changing seasons becomes a “ladder” in line 13. Kleinman thinks 
this is because “zodiacal signs are described as ascending and descending” 
(Kleinman 41). Also, the ladder is reminiscent of Sonnet 2. Thomas manages to 
establish a consistent motif of the ladder as we can see in the “solar metaphor of 
descent and ascent […] in the first sonnet, and the reference to Jacob’s dream of 
angels ascending and descending […] in the second sonnet. The ladder in the third 
sonnet is clearly a solar image” (Kleinman 41). 
In the last line of the sonnet, Thomas suggests a xylophone image, which he 
uses to describe “the antipodes ringing variations on the theme of procreation” 
(Kleinman 43). The antipodes bring the imagery back to the first sonnet. The “poles 
of skull and foot, ring out spring twice, like a clock – an ambiguous clock” (Tindall 
132). The chiming or ringing out twice can mean that the child is now either one or 
two years old (Tindall 132). As the sun is moving between “Capricorn and Cancer” 
(Sonnet I, l. 14), it is responsible for two springs in one year. 
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The important motif of this sonnet is change. The changes of the sonnets are 
circular. Winter becomes spring, for instance. This is expressed in the imagery of 
ascending and descending, as, for example, in “climbing” (l. 2) and “descended” (l. 
10). The image of the cradle links Sonnets I, II, and III. The connection implies a 
fusion of the infants associated with the cradles, namely Dylan Thomas, Christ, and 
Rip Van Winkle. The intertextual references to Christ and Rip van Winkle serve to 
counterpart the circular changes of the sonnet as both are ‘outside’ of the natural 
order of things: After Christ’s death (= natural order), he resurrected – he thus 
breaks the cycle and adds a new dimension. Rip van Winkle, on the other hand, slept 
for twenty year thus missed the normal change that a person would undergo in this 
period of time as well as the change or development of the world that occurred in 
those twenty years – which is also unnatural. As Christ and Rip van Winkle are 
linked to Thomas via the cradle, we can only assume that Thomas wished to break 
up the normal cycle or circular change of life as well. 
The pattern of sheep used in this sonnet is an allusion to Psalm 23. The 
identification of Christ with the lamb refers to John 1:29 and is thus an allusion as 
well. The first line of the sonnet is a quote from Thomas’s own, unpublished poems. 
Even though it is not marked as such I think it nevertheless qualifies as a direct 
quotation or to be more precise in this case as self-citation. As at several other points 
in the sonnet cycle, Thomas uses the intertextual reference of the lamb to 
foreshadow what is to come. The lamb is associated with innocence and purity, but 
also with paschal offerings. This adds semantic value: first, there is innocence, but 
suffering and death are already implied in the same image. 
The Cross whose wood grew out of Adam’s grave refers to many possible 
sources as has been pointed out above. Even though Kleinman thinks the best 
reference is Donne, I think the instance refers to general knowledge and not to one 
direct, identifiable source. 
Line 4 is a reference to Paradise Lost. Thomas adjusts the description of the 
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serpent in a playful manner, thus this reference qualifies as a pastiche. The ‘garden’ 
of the poem most likely refers to Eden. As a garden so well known, it is possible to 
quote it without having to mark it. I think both references were chosen to 
complement the allusion to Adam. Finally, the “ram” of spring is a loose allusion to 
Othello, most likely meant as a playful, decorative addition or to balance the more 
prominent religious allusions. 
  
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 165 – 
 
 
 
5.2.4 “What is the metre of the dictionary?” – Sonnet IV 
 
 
 
In the fourth sonnet, we are facing a Resurrection, which is odd considering 
that the sonnet cycle’s Crucifixion takes place much later, namely in Sonnet VIII 
(Adams 137). The sonnet is a poem “in which God declares his intention to become 
man” (Kleinman 45) and a poem on the Annunciation (Kleinman 45). Concerning its 
theme, Kleinman points out, Sonnet IV actually belongs after the fifth, but Thomas 
does not seem to care about either theology or chronology (Kleinman 45), at least not 
in the first seven sonnets which do not follow a sequential pattern. “[I]t is only in the 
last three sonnets that he establishes a progressive movement from time into 
eternity” (Kleinman 45). 
The questions which dominate the fourth sonnet for the most part indicate a 
new age in the life of the child, “the age of question, the first awareness of death and 
passing time” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 254). The child is growing up and starts 
asking questions, embarrassing questions about sexuality (Tindall 133). These are 
expressed in the form of six riddles and two actual questions (cf. Kleinman 44). The 
sonnet moves from “hopeless questioning to hopeless love (which is, after all, the big 
question of adolescence) and back again to despair” (Maud, Words 22). The 
rhetorical questions of the poem are an important means by which Thomas tries to 
express a “sense of inability to solve [...] anything to do with life” and to “mock 
mankind’s inability to find answers” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 190). More important 
than the answers to the questions posed in the sonnet are the questions themselves.  
Maud assumes that these questions can hardly be answered at all (Maud, 
Words 22). Kleinman agrees and concludes that the answers to the questions are 
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implied in the questions themselves (Kleinman 44). He compares the situation of the 
reader facing these riddles to that of Alice, who sees herself confronted with the 
riddles of the Hatter in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Carroll 80). He explains that 
The purpose of these riddles may offer the reader one of two possibilities. 
He may sigh wearily as Alice does and feel that Dylan Thomas might have 
done ‘something better with the time than wasting it in asking riddles that 
have no answers’. Or he may, by careful examination of the sequence, 
arrive at a reason for the presence of the riddles. The first choice is an easy 
one and makes Thomas as rude a man as is the Hatter – and more, it 
makes of him a charlatan. He was neither rude to his readers, nor a 
charlatan in his craft (Kleinman 45). 
In the first three lines of the poem, Thomas presents five riddles “in rapid 
succession” (Kleinman 46). Kleinman believes that the riddles “are addressed to the 
infant prodigy as if he were a quiz kid who could dazzle the expectant world with 
his encyclopaedic knowledge” (Kleinman 46). The first riddle is “What is the metre 
of the dictionary?” (l. 1). Kleinman thinks that the riddle is ironic: “the wordless 
Word is asked to give the meter of the dictionary, in which we learn that ‘infant’ 
originally means ‘unable to speak’” (Kleinman 46). Next, the child asks for the “size 
of genesis” (l. 2). This question is the first in a row of biological riddles and is asked 
“so that a curious world might know the statistics of the Incarnation” (Kleinman 46), 
or it might just refer to the size of the penis which is after all genesis to all life. The 
“short spark’s gender” (l. 2) is a reference to the question about a baby’s gender at 
birth. Thomas uses vocabulary from the realm of electricity here and gives it a sexual 
connotation (Kleinman 46). The sexual act seems to stand in the centre of this 
passage. The child asks how “a spirit (shade) ‘without shape’ [can] beget a child of 
flesh” (Kleinman 46). This can be seen as a reference to Christ, who, as the son of 
God, a ‘shapeless spirit’, was born a human being. The child is of “shape” and 
“shade”, of “flesh” and “ghost”.102 He asks for the “shape of Pharaoh’s echo” (l. 3). 
Tindall sees in “Pharaoh” a king which denotes Father; thus the child himself must 
be the “Pharaoh’s echo” (Tindall 133). Kleinman interprets the “shape of the 
                                                 
102 This is reminiscent of the poem Before I knocked (CP 11). 
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Pharaoh’s echo” as an obelisk, “a monolithic echo of the achievements of his reign” 
(Kleinman 47) and points out that “Cleopatra’s Needle stands on the Victoria 
Embankment of the Thames, and Thomas must have seen it as early as 1933, the year 
in which he moved to London” (Kleinman 47). Moreover, he draws our attention to 
the fact that the obelisk can be interpreted as a phallic symbol: it “is consistent with 
the central theme of this sonnet: the mysterious paternity of the child in the manger” 
(Kleinman 47). 
The child’s “shape of age [is] nagging the wounded whisper” (l. 4). After the 
questions of the first three lines, this sentence is set in brackets and is thus clearly set 
off from the previous part. I see this line as a kind of side comment of the speaker. 
He explains or justifies his questions: they are due to his “shape of age”. If the 
“shape of age” marks the age of question in the life of the infant, we can assume that 
he is now four or five years old (Tindall 133). The “wounded whisper” (l. 4) must 
then be interpreted as the person, who is being bothered with these questions. 
Tindall argues that this must be the mother who has been wounded by bearing the 
child and who has been further wounded by his questions (Tindall 133), which are 
“hunchbacks to the poker marrow” (l. 6). The “shape of age” that is asking questions 
is the “wordless infant” (Kleinman 47) who “attempts to answer in a ‘wounded 
whisper’” (Kleinman 47). The “wounded whisper” can be the “anticipation of the 
wounded cry from the Cross, when the son will ask the Father a question” 
(Kleinman 47): “My god, my god, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46; cf. 
Mark 15:34). 
Line 5 line inquires “which sixth of the wind blew out the burning gentry”. 
Tindall suggests that the “burning gentry” are the child’s parents who are engaged 
in sexual intercourse (Tindall 133). For Kleinman, this line evokes associations of 
Sodom and Gomorra and their inhabitants, who were punished for their sinfulness 
by the burning down of the cities (Kleinman 47; cf. Genesis 18; 19). This “burning 
gentry” is blown out by the – relatively small portion of the – sixth of a wind. 
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Kleinman proposes that this means either that “God fanned the flames with a 
fraction of the divine whirlwind” or that the flames were destroyed rather than 
extinguished (Kleinman 47). 
In the next line, the child again comments on his questions: “Questions are 
hunchbacks to the poker marrow” (l. 6). The “poker marrow” can be spine or penis 
and “carries the burden of an embryonic hump” (Tindall 133). Kleinman thinks that 
the child’s comments upon the questions which, like the interrogation 
mark following them, are so many misshapen, hunchbacked punctuation 
symbols of doubt and uncertainty compared with the exclamation point 
(Kleinman 48). 
Tindall remarks that this sonnet is peculiar among the poems of the sequence as it is 
not inverted: “A sestet of a sort follows a sort of octave” (Tindall 133). In the second 
part of the poem, there are fewer questions (the only ones are in lines 7 and 8) and 
no comments. In line 7, the speaker of the sonnet asks “what of a bamboo man 
among your acres?” The question makes hardly any sense as it is missing the verb. 
Kleinman sees in the “bamboo man” a scarecrow made of bamboo which may have 
fathered the child (Kleinman 49). 
The question of line 8 again lacks a verb: “Corset the boneyards for a crooked 
lad?” “Boneyard” has two meanings: it denotes the place where animals’ bodies are 
flayed. In colloquial English, ‘boneyard’ is also used as a synonym for ‘graveyard’. It 
is associated in any case with death and bodies. ‘Corset’ seems to be used as 
substitute verb here, so the boneyards are ‘corseted’, i.e. tied up, constrained. This is 
done for the “crooked lad”. Kleinman suggests that with this line, Mary is 
questioned “whether she tried to conceal the pregnancy by corseting the 
‘boneyards’” (Kleinman 49). The “crooked lad” (l. 8), he explains, is the child in the 
mother’s womb, whose shape as an embryo resembles that of an inverted question 
mark (Kleinman 49). Maud pursues a different approach. The questions which are 
hunchbacks are 
crippling to the boy who would be otherwise as straight as a poker. He 
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wants to be straightened out on these matters, but his marrow bones need 
the support of corsetting. The questions are ‘a hump of splinters’ on which 
he urges himself to button a bodice, that the world might not seem so 
fragmentary (Maud, Words 22). 
With the next line, the child addresses the receiver of his questions directly. He asks 
him or her to “button [his/her] bodice on a hump of splinters” (l. 9). Possibly, the 
“hump of splinters” is a metaphor for the child, if we remember the “bamboo man” 
father of line 7 (Kleinman 49). In combination with line 10, “My camel’s eye will 
needle through the shroud”, this line reads like a warning. It seems to be saying 
‘Prepare yourself for what is to come’. In Kleinman’s opinion, this warning goes out 
to Mary, cautioning her that if she tried to conceal her pregnancy, she will be found 
out. According to Maud’s interpretation, the child’s 
camel’s eye (the questioning eye that is saddled with a camel’s hump of 
splinters) will ‘needle through’ to a solution. But since the needle of his 
inquisitiveness is going through a shroud it will find, perforce, only a 
corpse. Death, then, is all answers. It is futile to probe into all these 
pseudo-specific questions when the overall and ultimate answer is Death 
(Maud, Words 22). 
The line definitely echoes Christ’s allegory of the eye of the needle:  
Verily I say unto you, That a rich man shall hardly enter into the kingdom 
of heaven. And again I say unto you, It is easier for a camel to go through 
the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God 
(Matthew 19:23-24; Mark 10:24-25; Luke 18:24-25). 
However, here it is not the eye of the needle, but the camel’s eye, and it needles 
through a shroud. For Tindall, this line is a “combination of sewing, hiding, 
undertaking, and Matthew 19:24” (Tindall 133). The pun on “shroud” opens up the 
interpretation into several directions. On the one hand, it clearly refers to death, on 
the other hand, the same word indicates a secret. Kleinman explains that Mary’s 
body and clothes protect her child and are therefore referred to as a ‘shroud’ 
(Kleinman 50). He also opens up a new perspective on the line by suggesting the 
“camel’s eye” as a metaphor for a camera’s eye (Kleinman 51), photography being a 
topic which is touched upon again in the following lines of the poem (“close-up”, 
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“pictures”, l. 13). The shroud could thus refer to the piece of black cloth of an old-
fashioned camera which covers the photographer while taking the picture 
(Kleinman 51). 
The last four lines of the sonnet seem to give an answer to the question, “What 
is love?”: “Love’s a reflection of the mushroom features” (l. 11).103 According to 
Maud, this answer is not very encouraging (Maud, Words 22). The “mushroom 
features” could stand for the parents and are “[s]till snapped by night in the bread-
sided field” (l. 12). They were “[o]nce close-up smiling in the wall of pictures” (l. 13) 
and are now “[a]rc-lamped thrown back upon the cutting flood” (l. 14). Mushrooms 
grow by night and the features represent the parents’ faces (Maud, Words 22). These 
are photographed by night, “before birth into daylight” (Maud, Words 22) in the 
“bread-sided field”, which is probably a metaphor for the nurturing womb. 
According to Maud, the “close-ups” of the “wall of pictures” are the photographs of 
those who are still to be loved. He thinks that having “one’s future loves as pin-ups 
in the womb is a striking way of saying that we are fated in our loving by a genetic 
disposition” (Maud, Words 23). He supports his argument by a note which was 
written by Thomas onto the margin of a copy of Twenty-five Poems which used to 
belong to Edith Sitwell.104 The note says what follows: 
Love is a reflection of the features (the features of 
those you will know and love after the womb) which are 
photographed before birth on the wall of the womb 
the womb being surrounded by food; a field being its 
own field, and the womb being its own food (cited after Maud, Words 23). 
Kleinman sees two simultaneous reflections presented in the final quatrain: the 
“reflection of the infant in his mother’s eyes as she looks at him lovingly, and the 
reflection of mother and child in the lens of the camera focused on the Nativity 
                                                 
103 Maud points out that the “1988 edited Collected Poems restores the ‘a’ found in the first printing of this 
poem in Life and Letters Today. It was dropped (unintentionally, [he believes]) in Twenty-five Poems, which 
version was followed for the 1952 Collected Poems, resulting in unnecessary and misleading ambiguity” 
(Maud, Words 22). 
104 This copy of Twenty-five Poems is now displayed at Texas library. 
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scene” (Kleinman 52). Kleinman explains that the setting of these lines “conveys an 
impression of photographers arranging a posed scene of mother and child, of stable 
beasts, and of adorning shepherds for the next day’s tabloid” and points out another 
effect of the last lines: they present “a contrast to the scene of the Nativity by 
anticipating the future in the contemporary imagery of photography” (Kleinman 52). 
For Tindall, the “mushroom features” represent Thomas’s features. He thinks 
that these lines are a reflection of Thomas on his own appearance in the mirror: “His 
picture is an unfortunate ‘close-up’ on the wall of ancestral pictures” (Tindall 133f.). 
The pictures which have been taken in the darkness of the womb display the 
mother’s love which is reflected in the child’s features – if the child was conceived in 
love; this love shows in the child’s face. (Tindall 133). Thomas was obsessed with 
wombs. There are a lot of poems which play with the confusion of ‘womb’ and 
‘tomb’ (cf. for example “Before I Knocked”, CP 11f.; “How Soon the Servant Sun”, 
CP 48f.; “The Seed-at-zero”, CP 39ff.; “Vision and Prayer”, CP 114ff.). Maybe in this 
sonnet, Tindall suggests, Thomas admits that “his poems of womb and tomb are 
childish” (Tindall 134). 
This sonnet marks the age of question in the life of the child. He bothers his 
mother with questions, most of which are rhetorical. In these questions, Thomas 
expresses man’s inability to find answers to the important questions of life such as 
“What is love?” The poem introduces the interesting notion that love is 
predetermined from conception on as is expressed in the snap shots of the loved 
ones pinned on the walls of the womb. There are two important intertextual 
references in this sonnet: one is in line 5 and refers to the story of Sodom and 
Gomorra in Genesis. This sonnet is full of sexual connotations. The reference to 
Sodom and Gomorra as a symbol of sin supports this. Line 5 of the sonnet may be 
interpreted as criticism against God or as an attempt to play a joke on God: He might 
be punishing the “gentry” for their sinfulness by burning down Sodom and 
Gomorra, but it only takes a “sixth of wind” to extinguish the fire. God’s assumed 
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almightiness is clearly ridiculed here. 
The second important intertextual reference is found in line 10. This line 
presents a parody of Christ’s allegory of the eye of the needle. The reference to this 
allegory is not literal, it copies the style of the original and does so to a humorous 
effect. I do not think this reference implies criticism, but it is clearly making fun of 
the original text. It may be seen as one of Thomas’s attempts to distance himself 
from religion, which he expresses – as often – by using the language and imagery of 
the religion he criticises.  
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5.2.5 “And from the windy West came two-gunned Gabriel” –  
Sonnet V 
 
 
 
The first four lines of the fifth sonnet set themselves off against the rest by their 
imagery taken from card playing. The “gentleman” (cf. Sonnet 1), for instance, 
returns in this sonnet wearing a “suit of spades” (l. 4). The encounter with the 
gentleman dominates the first half of the poem. He tells the speaker of the sonnet 
that Gabriel, armed with two guns, came from the “windy West” (l. 1) and produced 
cards from “Jesu’s sleeve” (l. 2), a king, a queen, and a jack (cf. ll.3-4). The “windy 
West” is reminiscent of the Wild West imagery used in “And death shall have no 
dominion”: “with the man in the wind and the west moon” (CP 56, l.3). According to 
Tindall, the allusion to the Wild West here suggests that Thomas is now playing 
‘cowboy and indians’ and that he has become “Marshal Dylan of Dodge City” 
(Tindall 134). But the ‘sheriff’ here is actually Gabriel, the angel of the Annunciation 
(cf. Luke 1:26ff.). He is the interpreter of visions (Daniel 8:16) and God’s messenger. 
In the book of Daniel, Gabriel is not directly described as an angel. According to the 
Book of Enoch, Gabriel is one of the highest angels (Book of Enoch 20,7; cf. OCB 238). 
In Catholic belief, he is an archangel (ODCC, 648); the Protestant church, however, 
disagrees: the only true archangel is Michael (ODCC, 648). According to Jewish 
tradition, Gabriel has the highest rank after Michael (ODCC, 648). Gabriel and 
Michael are said to be the two angels who went to Sodom and Gomorrah (cf. 
Genesis 19), Michael to save Lot, Gabriel to destroy Sodom (cf. Bocian 124). This 
association links this sonnet neatly to the previous one. Though angels are actually 
supposed to be sexless, Gabriel is often portrayed with distinctively feminine 
features in art (cf. for example Bartolomé Esteban Perez Murillo’s painting The 
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Annunciation). In the Catholic Church, he is often shown to be holding a lily which 
symbolises Mary’s innocence. In this sonnet, Gabriel is ascribed clearly masculine 
features. He is not described “as God’s deputy with a lily or a scepter is his right 
hand and an Ave Maria on his lips”, he rather appears before Mary “in a sudden 
sweep” (Kleinman 56), a twist of the traditional Christian presentation. Kleinman 
also draws attention to the portrayal of Gabriel in Milton’s “Paradise Lost”, where 
the “Chief of th’Angelic Guards” (Milton, Book IV, l. 550) may be unarmed, but has 
“nigh at hand / Celestial Armoury, Shields, Helms, and Spears” (Milton, Book IV, ll. 
552f.).105 Kleinman also suggests that the scene of Annunciation here is characterised 
by “ironic reservation” and lacks the veneration, wonder, and tenderness which can 
be found in other Annunciation poems, for example in those of Yeats, Donne, and 
Rilke (Kleinman 56). 
Gabriel “trumped up” several cards from “Jesu’s sleeve”. The fact that the 
cards are produced from a sleeve might imply cheating. The expression ‘to trump 
up’ can mean ‘to come up with, to make up, to fabricate’ – this could thus imply that 
what is to follow is made up. Kleinman points out that the charges against Jesus 
were ‘trumped up’ and that Gabriel is the “last trump on the Day of Judgement” 
(Kleinman 57). The first card which is trumped up is the “king of spots” (l. 2). It is 
followed by the “sheath-decked jacks” and a “queen with a shuffled heart” (l. 3). 
King, Queen, and Jack are known as ‘coat cards’ because they wear coats (Kleinman 
57). The “king of spots” could imply father or death, or, “if father and son are one, 
acne perhaps” (Tindall 134) – an interpretation which I do not find very convincing. 
Tindall also suggests that a jack is a “knavish king” (Tindall 134). Kleinman explains 
that the term ‘spots’ is used in connection with the cards from two to ten, all other 
cards have their coat as designation (Kleinman 58). 
The queen’s heart is “shuffled” (l. 3), which may indicate that she is 
                                                 
105 “In general, Michael is described as a warrior, while Gabriel more often functions as an intermediary or an 
interpreter of dreams” (OCB, 238). 
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emotionally torn. The queen could also be Mary, “whose heart will be pierced by her 
Son’s agony” (Kleinman 58).106, The jack is “sheath-decked” (l. 3), which can either be 
an allusion to weapons which the youth is carrying – slightly old-fashioned in 
comparison to the guns Gabriel is carrying – or to the youth’s awakening 
manhood.107 This imagery reminds Kleinman of Hugh Latimer’s “Sermon of the 
Card”, which he preached in December 1599. In this sermon, Latimer uses the 
playing of cards during Christmas time as a parable (Kleinman 55; Latimer 16-17, 
27). Tindall suggests that “Gabriel’s Apocalyptic trump introduces a game of cards 
[…]. But cards also mean trickery, here the trickery of the chapel” (Tindall 134). 
As mentioned above, all this has been told by the gentleman. He is presumably 
the same gentleman we have encountered in Sonnet I. Here, however, he is 
described as “fake” (l. 4). Why is he fake? I think the answer lies in the description of 
him wearing a “suit of spades” – the spades place him in the same line as the cards 
he has just mentioned, but he does not belong there. He is dressed up, and this 
makes him only a ‘fake’ card.108 The gentleman is “[b]lack-tongued and tipsy from 
salvation’s bottle” (l. 5). The condition of the gentleman as “black-tongued” could be 
“caused by thirst, hangover, or pellagra”109 (Kleinman 61). “Tipsy from salvation’s 
bottle” is reminiscent of a Eucharist. Moynihan suggests a reference to “God-
intoxicated men” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 20), and Maud assumes that this line as 
well as the next “denote the effect of false religion on the protagonist Thomas” 
(Maud, Words 24). 
The focus of the poem then shifts from the “fake gentleman” to the speaker 
(“my Byzantine Adam”, l. 6; “I fell”, l. 7, both emphases mine). This shift can be seen 
as “a dramatic device of the narrator to impress his listeners by impersonating the 
Biblical characters” (Kleinman 60). The protagonist’s “Byzantine Adam” is rising “in 
                                                 
106 Of course, the “queen with a shuffled heart” can also be associated with the forceful and cruel Queen of 
Hearts from Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. 
Maud suggests the interpretation of the queen as a transvestite (Maud, Words 23). 
107 ‘Sheath’ is another word for ‘condom’. 
108 Maud suggests that “fake gentleman” means “Anti-Christ” (Maud, Words 23). 
109 Pellagra is caused by a deficiency of Vitamin B3. 
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the night” (l. 6). This seems to imply a precocious erection (Tindall 135). “Adam 
implies genesis” (Tindall 135) and is thus associated with the start of the Earth’s 
popularisation, thus penis. The penis rises in the night precociously. From the 
grammatical construction, it could be concluded that the erection was caused by the 
gentleman and his behaviour. Dylan Thomas had a very tense relation to 
homosexuality; this may be expressed in this image. 
The penis or Adam is linked with the adjective “Byzantine”. Tindall remarks 
that this, in its location between Europe and Asia, implies being neither here nor 
there and that “sailing from Byzantium finds parallel in Moby Dick, the legend of 
Jonah, and the Aeneid” (Tindall 135), all of which are referred to more or less 
obviously in the course of the poem.110 This can in any case be seen as the starting 
point of the speaker’s quest which he will continue in the following sonnets. To 
describe the dangers such a journey might be bearing, Thomas uses two lines which 
are a slightly changed version of two lines from one of his unpublished poems: “For 
loss of blood I fell where stony hills / Had milk and honey flowing from their 
cracks” (Poem Seventeen from the 1933 Notebook, ll.1-2, cited after Kleinman 62). 
The changes Thomas made to these lines evoke a Biblical setting. Kleinman sees in 
this an introduction to the “literary theme of outcasts and wanderers: Hagar and her 
child in Genesis and the child’s namesake, Ishmael, in Moby Dick” (Kleinman 62). As 
Abraham’s first wife Sarai111 did not bear any children, she suggested that her 
husband should take her maid Hagar as a second wife. Sarai grew jealous of Hagar, 
who soon after gave birth to a son, and when she herself got pregnant with 
Abraham’s second son, she convinced her husband to chase away her opponent. 
Hagar and her son Ishmael from then on lived in the desert of Paran.112 This could be 
the place of “Ishmael’s plain” on which the speaker falls “for loss of blood”, possibly 
caused by the concentration of blood in the aforementioned erection. 
                                                 
110 My first association was with Yeats’s poem “Sailing to Byzantium” (published 1928; Yeats 239). 
111 Later, by God’s demand: Sara. 
112 In the southern part of the Sinai (cf. Bocian 183). 
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The protagonist’s “hunger” (l. 8) is slain “[u]nder the milky mushrooms” (l. 8). 
Kleinman remarks that “[t]he use of the verb ‘slew’ in ‘slew my hunger’ has pseudo-
Biblical overtones, although it is more suggestive of killing a thirst” (Kleinman 55). 
The “milky mushrooms”, which remind us of the “mushroom features” of Sonnet 
IV, might be explained as “milk mushrooms” (Lactarius subdulcis and Lactarius 
deliciosus) which are, according to Kleinman, “edible mushrooms native to the 
British Isles. Their shape, colour and whitish fluid must have suggested to Thomas 
shelter, mother’s breasts, and milk” (Kleinman 64). He also points out that there is a 
second, poisonous variety of these mushrooms (Amanita verna) which is known as 
the “destroying angel” for two reasons, its colour which is death white, and the 
deadly effect is has on the consumer (Kleinman 64). It is thus connected to both the 
angel of the Annunciation and the “frozen angel” in line 11. 
In the next line, the voyager is overthrown by the “climbing sea from Asia”  
(l. 9), i.e. coming from the East, which recalls Byzantium. In line 10, “Jonah’s Moby” 
snatches him “by the hair” (l. 10). This situation “reminds one of another lost son, 
Absalom” (Maud, Words 24). Kleinman suggests that the “climbing sea” could be 
interpreted as the “amniotic fluid in which the embryo makes its nine-month 
journey before it is delivered, like Jonah, and cast ‘upon the dry land’” (Kleinman 
64). When asked how to calm the troubled sea, Jonah advises the mariners to throw 
him overboard. “So they took up Jonah, and cast him forth into the sea: and the sea 
ceased from her raging” (Jonah 1:15). In his prayer within the whale, Jonah cries out: 
“The waters compassed me about, even to the soul: the depth closed me round about, 
the weeds were wrapped around my head” (Jonah 2:5; cf. Kleinman 64). The speaker 
of the poem is indeed described to be in a very similar situation. The pulling up by 
the hair, “rescue according to the lifesaver’s manual” (Kleinman 64), recalls another 
Biblical line from “The History of the Destruction of Bel and the Dragon”113: “Then 
                                                 
113 The History of the Destruction of Bel and the Dragon is part of the Apocrypha and “one of the three 
additions to the book of Daniel found only in its Greek translation (the Septuagint), but not in the original 
Hebrew-Aramaic text […]. [The] two tales of Daniel’s detective work in exposing the fraudulent claims of the 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 178 – 
the angel of the Lord took him [Habakkuk] by the crown, and bare him by the hair 
of his head, and through the vehemency of his spirit set him in Babylon over the 
den” (The Apocrypha 251; cf. Kleinman 64f.). Another incident of rescuing by pulling 
by the hair can be found in Melville’s Moby Dick: “[...] and soon after, Queequeg was 
seen boldly striking out with one hand, and with the other clutching the long hair of 
the Indian” (Melville 296). Kleinman sums up: 
In the story of Jonah, the whale was the agent of salvation; in the book of 
Bel and the Dragon, the prophet Habakkuk came to the help of Daniel; and 
in Moby Dick, it was Queequeg who plunged into the sea to rescue 
Tashtego. In the sonnet the anonymous pilgrim is saved through the 
agency of a Biblical-literary whale. Sea imagery and rescue motif suggest 
Thomas’s concept of soteriology: literally, out of the depths the quester is 
saved through divine agency (Kleinman 65). 
Kleinman further draws attention to the fact that a journey by water is seen as a 
motif of rebirth by the founder of analytical psychology, C.G. Jung (Jung 346ff.; cf. 
Kleinman 65). 
The last four lines are the 
image of an arctic crucifixion scene: a frozen angel is pin-legged on pole-
hills. The angel is either stung by the poison of a jellyfish or petrified by 
the apparition of the Gorgon Medusa. It perhaps does not matter precisely 
how one get to be frozen. Frozen the angel is when the ‘salt’ (long 
experienced) Adam swims ‘cross-stroke’ for succor across the waste seas. 
Nor will he get much help from the traditionally deceptive and wreck-
inducing sirens, who have usurped the role of comforting Virgin Mary 
(Maud, Words 25). 
Kleinman points out that the scene with the black jellyfish and the frozen angel in an 
arctic surrounding alludes to a painting by Dalí, namely “The Persistence of 
Memory” (Kleinman 66). 
Adam is now “salt” Adam. This may have three reasons: one, he is a sailor and 
made salty by the sea’s water; two, he is lustful; three, “he and his progeny will be 
preserved from corruption by that salt which has never lost its savor” (Kleinman 68). 
                                                                                                                                                       
priest of Bel, and his destruction of the dragon (or, better, ‘snake’) are obvious polemical fabrications intended 
to demonstrate the foolishness of Babylonian religion and the superiority of the faith of Israel” (OCB, 77). 
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The verb “cross-stroked”114 can be seen as a combination of “swimming and 
rowing with weeping Jesus, stricken on the cross of Adam’s sin, as salty as tears, sea, 
and Lot’s wife” (Tindall 135). The verb describes the way Moby is moving to bring 
Adam to the shore (Kleinman 68),115 but, as Kleinman points out, it raises syntactical 
difficulties. Kleinman states that the verb is clearly linked with its object, which is 
Adam, but the subject is not named. It may be either the “climbing sea” (l. 9) or 
“Jonah’s Moby” (l. 10) or even both (Kleinman 68). As Kleinman points out, the 
expression “cross-stroked” can also refer to a poem by Donne, explaining that 
everyone carries their own cross: “Swimme, and at every stroake, thou art thy 
crosse” (Donne 255; cf. Kleinman 68). It anticipates the Cross, quite obviously, as 
well as the strokes to be received by Christ in front of Pilate’s judgement seat 
(Kleinman 69). 
Adam is cross-stroked to “the frozen angel” (l. 11). This angel is “both 
announcing Gabriel, frozen by the crucifixion, and the frozen town of Archangel in 
Russia, land of the ‘white bear’” (Tindall 135). Kleinman suggests that the frozen 
angel could either be a “memory of fallen innocence or a numb remorse, or it may be 
a punished rebel, death, obduracy, or a statue, or even a frozen dessert” (Kleinman 
66). This frozen angel is “[p]in-legged on pole-hills with a black medusa” (l. 12) 
which is situated “[b]y waste seas where the white bear quoted Virgil / And sirens 
singing from our lady’s sea straw” (ll. 13f.). The masculine white bear forms a 
contrast to the female black medusa which is “a petrifying marine creature, 
swimming in the warm Black Sea” (Tindall 135). As she is a creature of the sea, this 
black medusa can be seen as a “parallel to the singing ‘sirens’ here and to the ‘furies’ 
of the first sonnet” (Tindall 135). Kleinman remarks that the black medusa as well as 
the frozen angel are a “persistent memory for Thomas: nothing is more persistent in 
memory than the ice of the Arctic and the tentacles of a medusa” (Kleinman 66). 
                                                 
114 “Literally, a cross stroke is a line which joints together musical notes of small denomination” (Kleinman 68). 
115 One should keep in mind that Moby Dick is not only about a (realistic) voyage but also portrays a struggle of 
Man against his fate (cf. Hart 554). 
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These lines give an account of the rescue of Adam which takes place in a polar 
setting and recalls “scenes from Coleridge’s ‘Ancient Mariner’ and Melville’s Moby 
Dick” (Kleinman 68). The phrase “pin-legged” recalls “on one leg” in Sonnet I and 
symbolises the Crucifixion (Tindall 135). Kleinman believes that what Thomas tried 
to achieve in these lines was a “compact hell in which the angel, Adam, and the 
medusa are linked each to the other until a certain event redeems Adam, thaws the 
angel, and draws out medusa’s sting” (Kleinman 69). Thomas uses the medusa as a 
metaphor for lust and sin, and in doing so, he observes 
a mythological convention of poetic reference. Dante depicts the Medusa 
as one who hardens the heart and paralyzes the will. Milton describes her, 
in her immobilizing ‘Gorgonian terror’, keeping the damned from 
drinking of Lethe. And Blake in a variation of the image transfers Hela in 
Tiriel into a monstrous creature (Kleinman 69f.). 
At the same time, Thomas’s use of the medusa reveals knowledge “not derived from 
a classical dictionary. It is not a generally known fact that the Arctic Ocean is a 
habitat of medusae” (Kleinman 70).116 Kleinman thinks that the unusual colour 
Thomas attributes to the medusa may have been taken from a black widow spider 
(Kleinman 71). He also thinks that medusa here becomes a “pelagic Lilith” 
(Kleinman 69) that mates the angel of line 11 which in itself then is an allusion to a 
legend according to which “Lilith becomes the consort of a rebellious angel known 
as Sammaël, literally, ‘poison of God’” (Kleinman 69). 
In John O’London’s Weekly from March 10th 1960, R. Bickerstaff interprets the 
“white bear” who “quoted Virgil” (l. 13) as a reference to Anatole France’s L’Ile des 
pingouins. There, someone has a vision of a white bear, and this bear is murmuring a 
verse of Virgil (“Incipe parve puer”) (Maud, Words 24f.). This quotation from Virgil 
“has been taken by some to be a prophecy of the birth of Christ”; however, Maud is 
not convinced by this theory (Maud, Words 25). Kleinman points out that the white 
bear also appears in works of Coleridge (cf. “The Destiny of Nations. A Vision”, 
                                                 
116 Kleinman thinks that Thomas might have known this fact from a book on marine biology, but that it is more 
plausible that he found it in Coleridge’s The Road to Xanadu (Kleinman 70). 
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Coleridge 255, ll. 470ff.), Poe, and Melville (polar bear in Moby Dick). 
“[O]ur lady’s sea-straw” (l. 14) from which the sirens are singing “is Thomas’s 
variation of Our Lady’s bedstraw (Galium verum), or yellow bedstraw” (Kleinman 
73). According to Kleinman this plant “takes its popular name from a charming 
Nativity legend that it was one of the herbs in the straw upon which Mary rested in 
the stable” (Kleinman 73). 
The fifth sonnet can be seen as an “attack on conventional religion” (Moynihan, 
Craft and Art 174). Moynihan thinks that the poem “signifies the discovery of 
hypocrisy of conventional religion and the revolt against it” (Moynihan, Craft and 
Art 254). Maud adds that before writing the sonnets, “Thomas had gone through a 
period of revulsion against the Christianity being preached around him” (Maud, 
Words 24). This is reflected in the poem. We can see that the tone of the sonnet 
resembles “that of a sermon preached by an itinerant, bibulous evangelist in a 
homely parable” (Kleinman 55). However, this tone does not correspond to the 
message of the content. Again Thomas uses the words and the tone of the Chapel to 
achieve the desired attention and strength. The poem describes the Annunciation; 
the language imitates that of “a Hollywood scenario” (Kleinman 55). 
In his interpretation of this poem, Wigginton focuses on the imagery that is 
used here. He remarks that the sonnet could be interpreted as 
furnishing a visual confirmation of surrealist-type images: the pin-legged 
frozen angel on the pole-hills could fit into any of Dali’s landscapes, as 
could the classically inclined bear into a painting of René Magritte’s, while 
a gun-slinging Gabriel and what might be read as a card-sharping Jesus 
are suitably iconoclastic for a surrealist collage (Wigginton, 89). 
According to Kleinman, the poem moves “in centrifugal confusion” (Kleinman 54) 
between the Annunciation, which is presented in the opening lines, and the Nativity, 
which is posed in the last two lines (Kleinman 54). The time span of nine months is 
implied in the poem, stretching from March 25 (Annunciation) to December 25 
(Nativity) (Kleinman 54). The major events are happening in these nine months. 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 182 – 
Firstly, the “fake gentleman” (l. 4), “is telling about a Christ who is cheating at 
cards” (Maud, Words 23). This stands for Gabriel’s annunciation. Secondly, 
“Byzantine Adam” (l. 6), whom we are to interpret as the poet’s alter ego, according 
to Maud, “experiences extremes of hardship” (Maud, Words 23) and starts a journey. 
And thirdly, “salt Adam” (l. 11), also the poet’s alter ego, “swims to an angel who is 
frozen” (Maud, Words 23) which represents a nativity (Kleinman 54). The three 
events are presented by using imagery taken from the Bible, from card playing, and 
from the sea (Kleinman 54). Tindall’s interpretation draws attention to the 
separation of sestet and octave in the sonnet. In the first part, the sestet, the child 
Thomas is playing. In the second part, the octave, he starts a voyage (Tindall 134). 
Tindall adds that this 
Odyssey or Aeneid, which reappears here and there through the rest of the 
sequence, is an analogy for the voyage of life, as Mr. Bloom’s voyage 
through Dublin is an analogy for a day’s journey (Tindall 134). 
The protagonist’s “Byzantine Adam” is rising “in the night”. Tindall thinks that 
while “Adam” implies Genesis, Byzantium, in its location between Europe and Asia, 
implies “neither here nor there” (Tindall 135). “[S]ailing from Byzantium” also 
reminds us of Yeats’s poem “Sailing to Byzantium” (Yeats 239). The protagonist’s 
quest begins, and to describe the dangers that such a journey might bear, Thomas 
uses two lines which are a slightly changed version of two lines from one of his 
unpublished poems: “For loss of blood I fell where stony hills / Had milk and honey 
flowing from their cracks” (Notebook Poems, cited after Kleinman 62). If we compare 
these lines to those in which they were modelled, we see that the changes evoke a 
Biblical setting and introduce the “literary theme of outcasts and wanderers: Hagar 
and her child in Genesis, and the child’s namesake, Ishmael, in Moby Dick” 
(Kleinman 62). 
In the course of the poem, we travel a long way, “from Hollywood to Holy 
land” (Kleinman 73), just pausing occasionally “to watch card tricks and wonder at 
miracles” (Kleinman 73). On our journey, we can witness “Thomas’s awe, mortal 
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fear, defensive puns, and gentle wonder as he enters this sonnet with a noisy bang 
and leaves it in quiet sibilants” (Kleinman 73).  
The figure “Gabriel” is so well-known, Thomas can quote it without having to 
mark it as a quotation (the same is true for the reference to Jesus). However, in the 
combination with “two-gunned”, the reference to Gabriel becomes a pastiche: even 
though Gabriel is depicted as being armed, the armour Thomas gives him is from a 
different context, which makes the reference rather humorous and also to some 
extent ridiculous. It unmasks the holiness of the archangel – a clear indication of 
Thomas’s opinion of him.  
Lines 7 and 8 refer to one of Thomas’s unpublished poems. In the slight 
changes Thomas integrates, he evokes associations with the Bible and with Moby 
Dick. This reference is thus a pastiche. We find an allusion to both works in the 
phrase “Jonah’s Moby” as well. What we have here is an intertextual reference 
which in itself is full of intertextual references: “Moby Dick (1851) [is] functionally 
produced by the ferment of Melville’s mind in response to Shakespeare’s plays” and 
a “particular modeling of King Lear” (Markels 61). Parallels can for instance be seen 
in the relationship between Ahab and Pip, which is reminiscent of that of King Lear 
and his fool. Ahab himself often reminds us of Lear, Macbeth and Othello (Markels 
64). It is also interesting to note, that “[t]he play of Ismael’s mind in his cetological 
reflection has often been said to foreshadow the inwardness of the modern 
psychological novel, lyrical novel, or stream-of-consciousness novel” (Markels 105). 
Thomas uses this complex set of references to show that everything – life, legend, 
and literature – is linked; the lines are blurred. This neatly fits in with the journey by 
the water motif, which is an allusion to the works of C.G. Jung: rebirth blurs the lines 
between life and death. Lines 11 and 12 allude to a painting by Dalí, “The Persistence 
of Memory”, in which the artist expresses the relativity of space and time. “Cross-
stroked” is an adapted reference to a poem by Donne, and the “white bear” that is 
quoting Virgil is an allusion to Anatole France’s L'Ile des pingouins (as well as works 
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by Coleridge, Poe and Milton). There are several references to trickery and card 
playing. In combination with the references to Biblical stories, they serve to display 
Thomas’s rebellion against conventional religion. 
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5.2.6 “Cartoons of slashes on the tide-traced crater” – Sonnet VI 
 
 
 
The sixth sonnet seems to be Thomas’s reworking of the beginnings of two 
Biblical books, namely Genesis and the Forth Gospel in order to “produce an effect 
of a cosmic orgy” (Kleinman 74). The scenes which are created in this poem are 
reminiscent of scenes in William Blake’s prophetic books and Goethe’s Walpurgis 
Night scene. These lines also seem to imitate the cabalistic language of the Zohar in 
respect to its mystical and sexual elements (Kleinman 74). However, in this sonnet, 
the language is enriched by irreverence and irony, which creates a clear difference 
between the two. 
In the first four lines, “[h]e” (l. 2) “split[s] through the oyster vowels” (l. 3) and 
“burn[s] sea silence on a wick of words” (l. 4). Kleinman interprets these lines as a 
parody of the Creation. The important elements of Genesis, word and light, are seen 
here with a sense of contempt and derisiveness (Kleinman 76). “He” is “[c]artoon of 
slashes on the tide-traced crater” (l. 1). “Cartoon” may refer back to the “mushroom 
features” of Sonnet IV and could be seen as “Thomas’s caricature of a face, slashed 
because of the reflection of the wounded parents” (Tindall 136). Tindall explains that 
the boy is wounded as well and that his parents now both encourage him to write 
(Tindall 136). Kleinman chooses a different approach. He thinks that it is God, the 
Creator, who is described here in language reminiscent of a comic strip (Kleinman 
76). The word “crater” evokes a volcanic landscape. The crater is “tide-traced”, so 
possibly formed or shaped by the tides, i.e. water. The poet/Creator “with vision 
impaired by his light writes in ‘a book of water’” (Tindall 136). According to 
Tindall’s interpretation, the father “provides the candle and lamp, and mother 
provides the page” (Tindall 136). Kleinman, in contrast, thinks that it is God who is 
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“tallow-eyed” because “he burns the midnight candle over his cartoon, arranging 
the secret words which will bring order out of chaos” (Kleinman 76). The “lava’s 
light” (l. 3) refers back to the crater of line 1. Kleinman sees in it “the flow of light 
from Yahweh, the old volcanic deity” (Kleinman 76).117 
The “oyster vowels” (l. 3) “he” is writing stand for unuttered words as “closed 
oysters at the bottom of the shoreless sea are a metaphor of silence” (Kleinman 76). 
This reminds us of other images of silence which we have encountered in previously 
discussed poems, for instance the infant that is unable to speak. In the next line “sea 
silence” is burned unto “a wick of words” (l. 4). For Maud, this marks the beginning 
of speech which coincides with the emergence of sexual elements in creativity, 
possibly in the writing of poetry (Maud, Words 26). This might be an allusion to 
Thomas himself and his poetry which is interwoven with sexual creativity. Maud 
concludes that by the end of the line, “it seems clear that, in the seven ages of man, 
we have reached the poet with his eye in fine frenzy” (Maud, Words 25). 
Line 4 ends with a colon. It could thus be suggested that what is to follow is 
what the poet/Creator is writing. As we will see, this part of the poem takes up 
several elements of previous ones (the speaker and the “old cock from nowheres”, 
for example). Are we facing an argument for God’s omnipotence here? We could say 
that everything was created by God, who wrote it in his book of water. Here, he 
writes this: “medusa’s scripture” tells the cock to pluck her “sea eye” (l. 5) while the 
“pin-hilled nettle” asks “love” to lop her “fork tongue” (l. 6). It seems that “cock” is 
“love”, as then “love” plucks out the “stinging siren’s” (= medusa’s scripture’s) eye 
(l. 7) and the “old cock from nowheres” lops the minstrel’s (= pin-hilled nettle’s) 
tongue (l. 8) till this is stopped by the speaker’s action. 
“Medusa’s scripture” takes up the “black medusa” of Sonnet V (l. 12). 
Kleinman thinks that this refers to “a Blake illustration called Hecate, in which he 
                                                 
117 My first association was with a lava lamp, but this was not invented until ten years after Thomas’s death. So 
unless we want to ascribe Thomas to having had a vision of 1960ies interior design, this thought proves 
irrelevant. 
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[Blake] depicts Vala (The Four Zoas) as an incarnation of the female will, with the 
serpentine book of good and evil open at her feet” (Kleinman 76f.).118 The 
composition of Hecate is a print “usually said to illustrate either Macbeth (Act III, 
scene 5, or Act IV, scene 1), or Puck’s last speech in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but 
in fact is bears very little resemblance to either description” (Blunt 59). In this 
picture, Hecate is surrounded by evil-looking creatures and has her hand placed on 
an open book. Blunt thinks that Hecate here is “depicted as the goddess of 
necromancy, a function which she regularly performed in Antiquity” (Blunt 59f.). 
Kleinman interprets the “scripture” as Thomas’s analogue version of Genesis 
and explains that Medusa, seen by marine biologists as a “beautiful little jelly-fish” 
(cited after Kleinman 77), takes up the notion of the sirens of Sonnet V. However, to 
Thomas Medusa seems to be a metaphor of “primal sexuality, sin, and the eternally 
dangerous female” (Kleinman 77). He thinks that Thomas chose this creature as a 
metaphor as its natural habitat is water, which proves an important element in 
Genesis (Kleinman 77). 
Kleinman draws attention to the fact that there are two distinctive patterns of 
imagery which can be distinguished in these lines. The first category could be 
labelled “turbulent” or “cataclysmic” and is used to describe the creation of the 
universe. Images which belong to this category are “split […] vowels” (l. 3) and 
“burned sea silence” (l. 4). The imagery then changes into a second category, the 
images of which are characterised as “violent” or “surgical”: “pluck […] eye” (l. 5), 
“lop […] tongue” (l. 6). Kleinman thinks that the “creative power of God is in his eye 
(light) and in his tongue (the Word), for with this power he banished darkness and 
filled the void” (Kleinman 79). 
“[M]edusa’s scripture” (l. 5) becomes or is the “stinging siren” (l. 7). In the 
previous sonnet, the sirens were not stinging but “singing” (Sonnet V, l. 14). The 
                                                 
118 The illustration Hecate is displayed at the Tate Gallery, London, UK. A black and white copy of this coloured 
image can be found in Blunt (plate 26a). 
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nettle’s tongue is the “minstrel tongue” of line 8. Kleinman thinks nettle is just 
another name for Medusa, a compressed metaphor which suggests death and “the 
sting of sin” (Kleinman 79). Three elements of the Crucifixion are implied here, 
namely the nails (“pin”), the mountain (“hill”), and the crown of thorns (“nettle”) 
(Kleinman 79). 
According to Moynihan, we find in lines 9 and 10 the initiation to life – “which 
is also an initiation into poetry” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 255) – through the 
experience of sex. For Kleinman, the speaker of this line is the “omniscient spectator, 
the poet, or primordial chronicler of the events in these sonnets” (Kleinman 80). The 
setting of the octave evokes associations of a “subcosmic, oceanic cave where a 
profane ritual is performed by sirens, Adam, the animated playing card (his 
cardboard consort), and a chorus of bagpipe-breasted ladies” (Kleinman 80). 
Kleinman thinks that the “bagpipe-breasted ladies” (l. 13) recall “two witches’ 
sabbaths: one in Robert Burns’ ‘Tam O’Shanter’, where the devil himself plays the 
pipes for the assembly of witches; and the other on the Blocksberg in the Walpurgis 
Night scene in Faust, Part I” (Kleinman 80)119.  
A second Adam, one who is made out of “wax” (ll. 9; 14) is about to be born. 
Kleinman explains that there is a distinctive difference between the fifth and the 
sixth sonnet. There are, in Thomas’s Christology, two nativities: “the patrogenesis 
and the parthenogenesis of the Son” (Kleinman 81). He sees in “the wax’s tower” a 
phallic metaphor of God who is presented as a burning candle “whose dripping wax 
forms manwax” (Kleinman 81). 
The sirens’ song, which is taken up again in line 10, “is not a song of jubilation 
or wonder; it is the music of lust (‘When the salt was singing’) which introduces the 
old Adam astride his witch” (Kleinman 82). Adam is now “time’s joker” (l. 11), 
which reminds us of the card in Sonnet V, “the father-principle in his writing as the 
                                                 
119 The scene in Faust in followed by a scene entitled “Walpurgisnachtstraum” which contains many 
contemporary and literary references, for example to Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 
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paper he writes on is ‘a witch of cardboard’, the queen or mother principle” (Tindall 
137). He “begets poems on his witch, another dangerous lady. These early poems of 
the womb, ‘an evil index’, spell out ‘the seven seas’ of his perilous voyaging” 
(Tindall 137). We could interpret the “evil index” (l. 12) as “medusa’s scripture” (l. 
5). Kleinman explains that the significance of Adam’s “evil index” 
becomes apparent in the bloody imagery of mutilation and extinction in 
the last two lines when the bagpipe-breasted ladies, night-hag midwives, 
attend the delivery of one of Adam’s descendants (Kleinman 83). 
The “bagpipe-breasted ladies” blow out “the blood gauze through the wound of 
manwax” (l. 14). The manwax, Tindall informs us, is dripping from the father’s 
candle. In the wound, the boy, the parents, and Christ are connected, “the best 
analogy for sufferers who create by words” (Tindall 137). Tindall suggests that as 
“Jesus unites Son and Father, so, by analogy he unites father and son” (Tindall 137). 
In the extinction of the candle and “the blood gauze” (l. 14), Kleinman sees a 
reminder of the “Tenebrae services of Holy Week, when, one by one, fourteen 
candles are snuffed out; the fifteenth candle, representing Christ, is hidden (‘buried’) 
under the Epistle corner of the altar” (Kleinman 81). “The sonnet ends”, he 
concludes, “as it begins, in the darkness and silence that were before Creation: the 
light of the world gone out, the Word stilled” (Kleinman 84). 
The description of Medusa in this sonnet recalls an illustration by William 
Blake, it is thus an allusion. The illustration itself is then a reference either to Macbeth 
or A Midsummer Night’s Dream – a double intertextual reference. In this sonnet of 
sexual awakening and initiation into poetry, Medusa in her reference to Blake’s 
Hecate, a symbol of female will, can be seen as inspiration or muse of the new poet. 
At the same time, “Medusa” also points at Greek mythology and the story of the 
monster with the same name, who turned men into stone if they stared directly at 
her. Freud interprets Medusa as “a fetish, an emblem of castration, a displaced 
representation of female genitalia” (Owens, 205). As it is this creature’s “scripture” 
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the poem is concerned with, we might conclude that there is a parallel between 
Medusa and the ‘source’ of the scripture, God. I think Thomas intended to ridicule 
the source of the Scripture and questions the authority of both the text itself as well 
as its source. 
The “bagpipe-breasted ladies” are also an allusion, either to Tam O’Shanter or to 
the Walpurgis scene in Faust (or possibly both). In any case, I think they are not 
intended to add semantic value here, but rather as a decorative element. With their 
alliteration, the “bagpipe-breasted ladies” neatly fit into the arrangement of the 
poem. 
Adam’s depiction as “time’s joker” is a parody intended to criticise the role 
Adam is usually given in biblical context. Thomas here expresses his dismissal of 
conventional religious teachings. This becomes even clearer in his parody of the 
Creation which we find at the beginning of the sonnet. Here, word and light – 
central elements in the Creation – are portrayed with disdain and mockery. 
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5.2.7 “Now stamp the Lord’s Prayer on a grain of rice” – Sonnet VII 
 
 
 
The task of poetry, Thomas once remarked, is a simple one: “just write ‘God is 
Love’ and go out and play golf” (as quoted in Maud, Words 27). In this sonnet, 
however, Thomas seems to be “seriously asking himself as poet to get down to 
essentials” (Maud, Words, 27). The voyager who started his journey in Sonnet V here 
becomes aware “of the primacy of nature and time” (Korg 25) and of the “nature of 
reality” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 255). Adam is sucked “out of magic / Time, milk, 
and magic, from the world beginning” (ll. 9f.). Kleinman observes that 
[a]fter the cosmic eruption and Adam’s noisy lechery in the medusa-
crowded sea, after the mutilation of eye and tongue, after the blood gauze 
and deadweed there is a very brief calm in the turbulence of the poem 
(Kleinman 85). 
This “calm” is set perfectly in the course of the sonnet sequence as it is placed 
between the primal birth, which takes place in the sixth sonnet, and the Crucifixion, 
which we will encounter in Sonnet VIII (cf. Kleinman 85). 
The sonnet consists of four sentences. It can be divided into two parts, the first 
one running from ll.1-6, the second one running from ll.7-14, according to their 
predominant patterns of meaning. The “sestet”, i.e. the first six lines of the poem, are 
dominated by the themes  “word” (“Prayer”, l. 1; “Bible” and “written”, l. 2; 
“alphabet”, l. 3; “Genesis” and “word”, l. 4; “language” and “book”, l. 5; 
“statement”, l. 6) and “tree” (“leaved” and “woods”, l. 2; “tree”, l. 3; “root”, l. 4, 
“trees”, l. 5). The octave is dominated by the themes “time” (“time”, ll. 7, 10, 11, 13) 
and “music” (“tune” and “music”, l. 7; “bell”, l. 9; “tune”, l. 11; “sound”, l. 13; 
“ringing”, l. 14). The sonnet’s octave is divided into two parts, both of which start 
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with parallel phrases, namely “Time’s tune my ladies...” (l. 7) and “Time is the tune 
my ladies...” (l. 11) respectively. The speaker seems to fade into the background in 
this poem; except for “my ladies” (ll. 7 and 11), we find no reference to him. Instead, 
the reader is directly addressed in two imperatives. 
The first of these imperatives can be found in the first line of the sonnet: “Now 
stamp the Lord’s Prayer on a grain of rice”. Maud does not think that this line is “an 
act of religious devotion” but rather “an image for getting a lot into a little space” 
(Maud, Words 27). Tindall suggests that it is Thomas’s own poems which become his 
“Lord’s Prayer”: for Thomas, his words are his cross (Tindall 137). Kleinman detects 
urgency in the adverb “now”120 (l. 1) and the “immediate necessity of creating a 
talisman in the form of a rice grain” (Kleinman 86). This could be compared to the 
“medallions and miniature coins upon which the Lord’s Prayer is inscribed” 
(Kleinman 86). The line is slightly reminiscent of the Biblical parable of the grain of 
mustard seed as told in Luke: “It is like a grain of mustard seed, which a man took, 
and cast into his garden; and it grew, and waxed a great tree; and the fowls of the air 
lodged in the branches of it” (Luke 13:19; cf. Matthew 13:31-33; Mark 4:31-32; 
Kleinman 86). This parable is intended to show that something big can grow out of 
something little. This holds especially true for the Church and for the individual’s 
belief and love for God. This image fits nicely in with the book/tree imagery of the 
first part of the sonnet. 
In the second imperative of the sonnet, the addressee is asked to strip “[a] 
Bible-leaved of all the written woods / […] to this tree” (ll. 2f.).121 Kleinman offers 
two possible interpretations for the verb ‘to strip’. The term may refer to 
bookbinding where ‘strip’ is the “process of affixing strips of muslin or book cloth to 
the edges of pads or over the fold of a cover or insert to hold the pages and cover of 
                                                 
120 However, it could also simply indicate a chronological order: after what has been experienced until this point 
in time, it is “now” time to “stamp the Lord’s Prayer on a grain of rice”. 
121 Tindall explains that for Thomas, words were always associated with trees (Tindall 137; see for instance 
“Especially in the October wind”, CP 18). 
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the book together” (Kleinman 86). The imperative may thus suggest the binding of 
leaves unto a tree. However, the term could also refer to the work of loggers who 
call ‘to strip’ the activity of marking trees which are to be cut. For Kleinman, this 
may indicate a reference to the tree from whose cut wood the Cross will be built 
(Kleinman 86).122 The tree is “a rocking alphabet” (l. 3). “Rocking” indicates the tree’s 
swaying in the wind while “alphabet” may stand for the Word. Together, this phrase 
may stand for uncertainty of belief. The tree is also “Genesis in the root” (l. 4). This is 
possibly a reference to the Cross which was built from the tree growing on Adam’s 
grave. Kleinman points out that the identification of the trees again refers to Donne’s 
“Hymn to God, my god in my sickness” (Donne 286). For Kleinman, Thomas 
succeeds in “contracting Genesis into essential episodes: out of chaos the Garden is 
formed, and out of the tree of disobedience grows the tree of submission” (Kleinman 
87). 
The tree is “the scarecrow word” (l. 4). Kleinman thinks that this is to remind 
us that “the Word made flesh look[…] like a scarecrow on the Cross, frightening 
away those of little faith, Peter in particular” (Kleinman 87). He sees in the following 
line, “[a]nd one light’s language in the book of trees” (l. 5), a transfer “from the scene 
of primordial maternal figures to the Nativity scene in Bethlehem” (Kleinman 85). 
The “one light’s language”, a phrase which is tightly held together by its alliteration, 
can be seen as a synonym for both the Old and the New Testament (Kleinman 87). 
The expression may on the one hand refer to the Creation. There, light was created 
by the mere utterance of the word “light” (cf. Genesis 1:3). On the other hand, the 
phrase may refer to the Fourth Gospel, in which John describes the Word as “true 
light” (Kleinman 87; cf. John 1:9). The “book of trees” is a transformation of the 
“book of water” (Sonnet VI, l. 2; Kleinman 87). In line 6, we find a phrase which 
again works powerfully through its alliteration: “Doom on deniers”. This may refer 
                                                 
122 “To strip” in its meaning of ‘taking off one’s clothes’ bears a sexual connotation. This meaning of the term 
might not fit into the given context; however we should bear in mind that this connotation always resonates in 
the use of this verb, and Thomas presumably used it exactly for this reason. 
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to Peter (Kleinman 87f.). The “wind-turned statement” (l. 6) is  
a weathercock image suggesting (1) Peter’s turning whichever way the 
wind blew, (2) the cockcrow at the third denial, and (3) his little faith when 
the wind blew up in a storm of the Sea of Galilee (Matthew 14:24-32) 
(Kleinman 88). 
The second part of the poem reflects upon the nature of time. Tindall suggests that 
in the octave, the poet turns to his Muses, “those surrealistic and wonderful sirens 
(VI) with ‘the teats of music’, who now stuff his wound with the sponge of the 
Passion” (Tindall 138). As mentioned above, the octave is divided into two 
sentences. The first sentence explains that time is the tune which is fixed by the 
speaker’s “ladies” “in a naked sponge” (l. 8). The ladies have “teats of music” (l. 7) 
which are “scaled sea-sawers” (l. 8). The sponge “sucks the bell-voiced Adam out of 
magic, / Time, milk, and magic from the world beginning” (ll. 9f.). Kleinman thinks 
that the dominant element of this sentence is water. It is the element “where the 
shapeless thing born and mutilated in the sixth sonnet, now described as sponge, is 
suckled at the musical teats of bagpipe-breasted ladies” (Kleinman 85). Maud 
explains “Time, milk, and magic” as follows: “The truth of time’s effect depletes the 
poet of the magic powers that came with the mother’s milk of innocence” (Maud, 
Words 27). The ladies are the poet’s Muses, their “sponge” is another sea animal. 
“Sponge” also evokes associations of the Crucifixion. When on the Cross, Jesus cries 
“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46; cf. Mark 15:34). It 
is said that “straightaway one of them [those who stood watching] ran, and took a 
spunge, and filled it with vinegar, and put it on a reed, and gave him to drink” 
(Matthew 27:48; cf. Mark 15:36; John 19:29). 
The sponge “sucks life out of paternal Adam, whose bell-voice connects him 
with the bellwether and the chimes of III” (Tindall 138). Tindall suggests that the bell 
together with the book and the Candle of Sonnet VI “may imply the 
excommunication of ‘deniers’ or else Ishmael, the poet (V), cast out by society” 
(Tindall 138). Kleinman proposes that the “mythological sirens and their lyres are 
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transformed by Thomas into bagpipe-breasted ‘scaled sea-sawers’ who nourish the 
suckling sponge with music and milk” (Kleinman 88). For him, the sponge signifies 
the “pelagic avatar of Christ, long before his birth is heralded in the sky in the form 
of a bright star” (Kleinman 89). He concludes that the sponge is a personification of 
redemption (Kleinman 89).123 Christ is a second Adam124 who  
becomes the Redeemer who draws up (‘sucks out’) the rutting Adam, the 
bell-voiced Adam (‘bell’ is the sound of a buck in rutting time) from the 
seven seas in which we last saw him, astride his cardboard witch 
(Kleinman 89).  
This is the last time Adam appears in the sonnet cycle. His presence “is by now a 
familiar one, his existence a necessary terminal in the long journey of this poem” 
(Kleinman 89). 
The last sentence explains that time is the tune which the ladies “lend their 
heartbreak” (l. 11), and “From bald pavilions and the house of bread / Time tracks 
the sound of shape on man and cloud, / On rose and icicle the ringing handprint” (ll. 
12ff.). For Thomas, time was “a thief and a source of grief” (Moynihan, “Biblical 
Rhythm” 83). Kleinman suggests that the “great adversary now is Time, which 
tracks its prey” (Kleinman 89). He also remarks that “time is the tune” is reminiscent 
of the “tune of the time” in Hamlet (Act V, Scene 2, l. 167). The “house of bread” may 
refer to Bethlehem (cf. Kleinman 90), however, Maud remarks: 
I do not think learning that ‘house of bread’ is a literal translation of the 
place name Bethlehem can in itself manage to drag this poem for us into 
the Bible story. Still it is better than nothing, better than ‘bald pavilions’, an 
allusion which remains entirely shorn of plausible referent (Maud, Words 
28). 
Kleinman on the other hand thinks that the “bald pavilions” may be a reference to 
Shelley’s poem “The Cloud”: “The pavilion of Heaven is bare” (Shelley 600f., l. 78; 
cf. Kleinman 90). The line seems to express that as soon as the Word leaves heaven, it 
                                                 
123 The personification is made clear by the use of the relative pronoun ‘who’ in reference to the sponge at the 
beginning of line 9. 
124 The difference between the two is that Adam “is born of the Word breathed into dust; Christ is born of the 
Word breathed into flesh” (Kleinman 89). 
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is susceptible for time. 
The “house of bread” reminds Kleinman of Lancelot Andrewes, who “devotes 
almost an entire Nativity Sermon (Christmas Day, 1615) to the meaning of 
Bethlehem, moving from a literal translation to theological wordplay” (Kleinman 90; 
cf. Andrewes 153ff.). The main source for this sermon is to be found in Micah: 
But thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, though thou be little among the thousands 
of Judah, yet out of thee shall he come forth unto me that is to be the ruler 
in Israel; whose goings forth have been from of old, from everlasting (Micah 
5:2).  
In his sermon, Andrewes explains “the very name of Bethlehem, that is ‘the house of 
bread’. For He That was born there was ‘Bread’” (Andrewes 168) and “Beth is a 
house, lehem is bread” (Andrewes 168). Kleinman points out that Andrewes also 
speaks of “pavilions”, as for example in his Christmas sermon of 1611 (Andrewes 
93). 
The vocabulary chosen for the last two lines of the sonnet is taken from diverse 
areas. Thomas combines “the language of the hunt (‘track’), of the movies (‘sound 
track’), and of archaeology (‘handprint’ is the preserved print of a hand on rocks 
found in prehistoric caves)” (Kleinman 89f.) in order to explain that time shapes and 
stamps the whole Creation. The word “time” is repeated four times in the course of 
the poem (ll. 7, 10, 11, 13). Its fourth repetition in the concluding couplet describes 
“the ineluctable effect of time on nature and man” (Kleinman 86). 
This sonnet is especially crowded with Biblical references. The “Lord’s Prayer” 
is a well-known quotation which no longer needs to be marked. The first line of the 
sonnet as a whole alludes to the parable of the mustard seed. The image of the 
Lord’s Prayer which is stamped onto a grain of rice can stand for either of two 
things. It may stand for a lot which needs to fit into very little space – Thomas may 
express here his feeling of being overwhelmed by religion, too much for too little 
space. Or the image may stand for the possibility of something big growing out of 
something small (like in the parable of the mustard seed) – Thomas may want to 
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express the potential of religion here. It is also possible that he wanted to express 
both possibilities at the same time in order to show that religion may work in both 
ways, depending on the circumstances. 
Another biblical allusion is found in the phrase “Genesis in the root”, which 
possibly refers again to the fact that the tree of the Cross grew out of Adam’s grave. 
In John, the Word is described as “light”; the “one light’s language” may be an 
allusion to this. The “wind-turned statement” is alluding to several instances in the 
Bible (Peter’s turning, the cockcrow at the third denial, the storm on the Sea of 
Galilee). I think that the tree which is both “Genesis in the root” and a “rocking 
alphabet” is a metaphor for Thomas: he grew up with the religious education of the 
mother – he is thus “Genesis in the root”. But as Thomas gets older (as the tree 
grows), he becomes a “rocking alphabet”, i.e. he is swaying in his belief. 
The “sponge” alludes to the crucifixion and the sponge dipped in vinegar and 
can be seen as the bitterness which may arise in one’s most doubtful hour. The 
“house of bread” is a reference to Bethlehem. As the place of Christ’s birth, 
Bethlehem stands for the beginning of salvation, for comfort. Thomas may have 
decided to include this reference here to say that all is not lost yet.  
At the beginning of the interpretation, we read Thomas’s remark about the 
poet’s task, which is to write “God is love” and then go and play golf. At the end of 
his analysis of this sonnet, Maud concludes that now, it seems more likely to write 
“God is death” and, more importantly, “[n]o golf follows” (Maud, Words 28). The 
speaker of the poem becomes a poet in this sonnet, he writes the “book of trees”. His 
initiation into poetry can be compared to the act of Creation in Genesis. In the course 
of the sonnet, we encounter a second Nativity scene and observe the speaker’s 
further travels. But time, the enemy and thief, is on its way to catch the voyager. 
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5.2.8 “This was the crucifixion on the mountain” – Sonnet VIII 
 
 
 
Kleinman boldly states at the beginning of his analysis of the eighth sonnet that 
“[t]his is the climax of the poem” (Kleinman 94). He observes that the religious and 
dramatic division in the sonnet sequence is indicated in this poem. Kleinman 
explains that 
The first seven sonnets, like the seven days in Genesis, mark the old 
dispensation; the last three sonnets, like the last three days of the Passion, 
mark the new dispensation with their themes of Crucifixion, burial, and 
Resurrection (Kleinman 94). 
This sonnet follows the narration of the Gospel on the Passion closely (Kleinman 94). 
Maud observes that the “text for this sonnet could be St Paul in Galatians 2:20” 
(Maud, Words 28): 
I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in 
me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of 
God, who loved me, and gave himself to me (Galatians 2:20). 
For Moynihan, the narrator of the poem is clearly to be identified as the poet who is 
always associated with Christ in this sequence. In this sonnet, Moynihan points out, 
“Christ is also personified by the earth, so that the rainbow of the covenant made 
with Noah is seen as emanating from his nipples, the two poles of the earth” 
(Moynihan, Craft and Art 256). Korg thinks that the speaker of the poem is Christ 
who “describes his effort to withstand the destructive effects of time” (Korg 25). 
Knieger, in contrast, is convinced that the speaker is not only the poet but also Mary 
(Knieger 623). Kleinman points out how difficult it is to come to a conclusion when 
trying to identify the speaker of the poem. For him, the only possible solution to the 
problem is to say that the identification of poet and Christ is made complete in 
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Sonnet VIII. He thinks that in the “seventh line it is Thomas who speaks for a 
moment, in the role of guide, to point out the place of the Crucifixion; but, before the 
line is ended, Christ speaks again” (Kleinman 95). Knieger compares this sonnet to 
George Herbert’s “Redemption”, and suggests that in this poem, Thomas “portrays 
himself as contemporary witness of the crucifixion” (Knieger 623). Tindall thinks 
that the speaker “sometimes seems Mary, sometimes Jesus, and sometimes both 
together” (Tindall 139). He remarks that the “sonnets leading up to this one suggest 
a possibility: as Thomas has joined and replaced his father, so here he joins and 
replaces his mother” (Tindall 139). He adds that a “union of the masculine and 
feminine principles is necessary for creation. Such union would account for the 
speaker, who seems son and mother at once” (Tindall 139). 
Ackerman sees in this sonnet Thomas’s definition of “the Christian state of 
grace and salvation by reference to the New Testament emphasis on childhood as 
being closest to the kingdom of heaven” (Ackerman, Companion 93). Knieger adds 
that Sonnet VIII is clearly a Christian poem which not only illustrates the Crucifixion 
but defines “the poet’s – everyman’s – relationship to it” (Knieger 624). He observes 
that there are two explanations which can be given for the origin of Christ, namely 
(1) naturalistic – who knows where he comes from (‘old cock from 
nowheres’), with ‘old cock’ having the force of its vulgar meaning; (2) 
religious – the gentleman is the progeny of God (‘the heaven’s egg’) 
(Knieger 626). 
The first line of the sonnet introduces the setting of the poem in the manner of a 
guide who is possibly Thomas: “This was the crucifixion on the mountain” (l. 1). At 
this place, “time’s nerve in vinegar” (l. 2). The “clinical image of Christ as a raw 
nerve dipped in vinegar emphasizes the bitterness and pain of his great humiliation” 
(Kleinman 95). Kleinman observes that this line recalls Matthew 27 (Kleinman 95): 
“And straightaway one of them ran, and took a spunge, and filled it with vinegar, 
and put it on a reed, and gave him to drink” (Matthew 27:48). This passage is also 
described in Mark 15:36 and John 20:29. The “gallow grave” (l. 2) “is at once 
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Golgotha and the tomb donated by Joseph of Arimathea” (Kleinman 95; cf. Matthew 
27:57, Mark 15:43, Luke 23:50-51, John 19:38). “God’s Mary” (l. 4) is weeping beside 
Jesus now and, “later, at the ‘gallow grave’, his tomb” (Tindall 138). 
In the fourth line of the sonnet, Christ 
looks down upon those at the foot of the Cross, [and he] remembers that 
he suffers for the whole world – the world is his wound; and then he 
beholds his mother, ‘God’s Mary in her grief’ (Kleinman 96). 
Mary is “[b]ent like three trees” (l. 5), for Kleinman a “striking image of empathy; 
she is bent in pain for the three who are crucified” (Kleinman 96). Kleinman also 
implies the possibility that the “three” might stand for the three Maries present at 
the scene of the Crucifixion (Kleinman 96; cf. John 19:25: “Near the cross of Jesus 
stood his mother, his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary 
Magdalene”). Mary is “bird-papped through her shift” (l. 5), a phrase which 
“describes the thin, slight mother and recalls the earlier ‘pelican of circles’ at which 
Christ was suckled” (Kleinman 96). According to Kleinman, “bird-papped” is 
probably derived from Luke 11 (Kleinman 96): “And it came to pass, as he spake 
these things, a certain woman of the company lifted up her voice, and said unto him, 
Blessed is the womb that bare thee, and the paps which thou hath sucked” (Luke 
11:27). Mary is crying “[w]ith pins for teardrops” (l. 6). From the description of the 
weeping Mary, the narrator shifts back to the mode of guiding: “This was the sky” (l. 
7). It is not clear whether the guide is addressing “Jack Christ” (l. 7); as the 
expression is inserted in the guide’s explanation we might conclude that. The phrase 
“Jack Christ” is, according to Tindall, taken from Hopkins’s “That Nature is a 
Heraclitean Fire and of the Comfort of the Resurrection” (Tindall 139; cf. Hopkins 
105f.: “I am all at once what Christ is, since he was what I am, and / This Jack, joke, 
poor potsherd, patch, matchwood, immortal diamond, / Is immortal diamond”). At 
the end of line 7, it is again Christ who is speaking. “[E]ach minstrel angle / Drove in 
heaven-driven of the nails” (ll. 7f.). Maud observes that it seems as if the “nails of the 
poet’s crucifixion” are placed by “the powers of heaven, and the effect is to produce 
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a rainbow from his breast that encloses the world from pole to pole in its promise” 
(Maud, Words 29). Kleinman suggests that the “heaven-driven of the nails” (l. 8) 
refers to the Roman soldiers who helped to fulfil the Crucifixion “with the 
instruments of the Passion – the hammer, nails, spear” (Kleinman 98). 
It is from the speaker’s “nipples” (l. 9) that the “three-coloured rainbow” (l. 9) 
now emerges and, “[f]rom pole to pole leapt round the snail-waked world” (l. 10). 
Maud and Kleinman both point out that the “three-coloured rainbow” refers to 
Milton’s Paradise Lost (Maud, Words 29; cf. Kleinman 99). For Tindall, the 
nipples that issue a ‘three-coloured rainbow’ seem those of papped and 
bagpipe-breasted Mary, or Jesus, making a new covenant, and of the poet, 
joining heaven and earth in the manner of D. H. Lawrence (Tindall 139). 
Tindall suggests that the number “three” could be interpreted as “the poet’s triple 
revelation, triple talk uniting earth and sky, or his triple nature, a compound of 
father, mother, and self” (Tindall 139). “Three”, in Christian tradition, is also always 
a hint at the Trinity, at Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. The “geometry of Calvary is not 
complete without the ‘three-coloured rainbow’ arc issuing from Christ’s nipples, 
enveloping the sphere of earth from pole to pole” (Kleinman 98). Kleinman explains 
that several reasons could be suggested to explain why the rainbow Thomas 
describes in the poem has three colours. As the first reason he names the poet’s 
intention to sustain “his triads: the three crucified ones, the three Maries, the three 
trees, the three-coloured rainbow” (Kleinman 99). However, Thomas was perhaps 
thinking of the three primary colours red, blue, and yellow when creating the “three-
coloured rainbow” (l.9). A third reason could be that “the seven colours of the 
rainbow are rarely seen distinctly” (Kleinman 99). 
Maud suggests that in lines 11 and 12, “the religious is expressed in sexual 
terms, the violence of the crucifixion being like a castration, the sacrifice a self-
castration” (Maud, Entrances 98). For Tindall, the skeleton of line 12 could be the 
result of the removal of sexual flesh. He points out the possibility that the bone could 
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 202 – 
be meant as a phallic symbol (as it is in other poems by Thomas) “and needs 
unsexing” (Tindall 140). One might also suggest that the poet, “possessed by death 
like Eliot’s Webster and Donne, sees the skull beneath the skin” (Tindall 140). The 
“mountain minute” (l. 12) is a combination of space and time as well as of great and 
small; for Tindall again a reference to Golgotha (Tindall 140). Ackerman remarks 
that the world “woke only slowly from its death (‘snail-waked’), and, speaking in 
the poem of Christ, Thomas interestingly insists that death unsexes, so again 
associating death with sin” (Ackerman, Companion 93). 
In the expression “sun” of the following line (l. 13), we find another unification 
of “light, father, and son” (Tindall 140). The “blowcock” (l. 13) “is the very word for 
poetry” (Tindall 140). Tindall suggests that it could either refer to the “weathers’ 
wind or a time bomb with green fuse” (Tindall 140). Kleinman thinks that this 
expression is “a mechanical conceit, a neologism for timebomb” (Kleinman 100). 
Kleinman adds that the whole phrase “blowcock witness of the sun” (l. 13) could 
refer to the “extinction of time during the three hours of agony when nature herself, 
witness to the Crucifixion, darkens the world by eclipsing the sun” (Kleinman 100; 
cf. Matthew 27:45, Mark 15:33, Luke 23:44). 
The last line reminds us of Matthew 19: “But Jesus said, Suffer little children, 
and forbid them not, to come unto me: for such is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 
19:14; cf. Mark 10:13-16, Luke 18:15-17). Tindall suggests that the “heaven’s 
children” (l. 14) could be seen as the equivalent to the children that Christ called and 
thus be “another union of above and below” (Tindall 140). Kleinman explains that 
when Thomas changed the words of the Bible into “[s]uffer the heaven’s children 
through my heartbeat” (l. 14), “he combines Scripture and physiology to describe the 
act of redemption: Christ’s dying heartbeat quickens all pulses” (Kleinman 100). 
The sonnet as a whole can be seen as a re-writing of the Passion. While some 
references are allusions to instances from the Crucifixion (“vinegar”), others are 
parodying the original. “Jack Christ” is a good example of this: Giving Christ one of 
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the most common Christian names makes this reference rather humorous.  
A further level is added to the speaker’s identity in this poem which is 
personified by Mary. Mary is, besides Medusa – who represents the female principle 
– the second female character in the sonnet sequence. She is described as weeping at 
the foot of the hill of Golgotha. At the same time she is replaced by her son in an 
Oedipal confusion. The unity of Christ and the speaker is made complete in this 
sonnet, in which we are made witnesses to the Crucifixion. The main intertextual 
reference of this sonnet is to the Gospel on the Passion, which is being made very 
clear by the first line of the sonnet. But there are several other instances that indicate 
the crucifixion of the poem is indeed Christ’s crucifixion (“vinegar”, l. 2; “thorns”, l. 
3; “God’s Mary in her grief”, l. 4, just to name a few). The association of the speaker 
of the sonnets with Christ here clearly connects Thomas to Christianity on a cultural 
level. Thomas adds another level of meaning to the story being told by playing with 
sexual connotations. This might be done to criticise the asexual structure of religion 
(after all, Mary was a virgin), which for Thomas was always an unnatural one. 
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5.2.9 “From the oracular archives and the parchment” – Sonnet IX 
 
 
 
Kleinman points out that the first eight sonnets and the tenth form a “structural 
unity of Biblical narrative, Scriptural references, and the motifs of Genesis, the 
Incarnation, and the Passion” (Kleinman 102). The ninth sonnet, however, is 
“strikingly incongruent and seemingly disruptive of unity” (Kleinman 102). This 
sonnet describes “the mummification and burial of the crucified one” (Moynihan, 
Craft and Art 255). The setting of this sonnet is Egypt, and in the centre of the poem 
are the mummies, “which serve the poet now as images of printing” (Tindall 140). 
Tindall explains that “[w]hen set in books, the poems [Thomas] has written with all 
the pains of the crucifixion are mummies of themselves [...]. They are embalmed; yet 
publishing them is a kind of resurrection” (Tindall 140f.). Maud suggests that 
Thomas chose 
the imagery of Egyptian mummification as more in keeping with his mood 
after the struggle is over. Immortality lies in the materials and methods of 
preparing the tomb and in the inscribing of passages from the Book of the 
Dead on the mummy wrappings (Maud, Words 31). 
Kleinman observes that Thomas’s published poems as well as his unpublished 
manuscripts “reveal a frequent preoccupation with Egyptian mythology and 
embalmment” (Kleinman 103). The themes which we find so frequently in Thomas’s 
poetry, namely death and rebirth, can also be found in Egyptian myths and funerary 
customs (Kleinman 105). The topics of death and rebirth run throughout the whole 
sonnet sequence. The ninth sonnet with its burial motifs is placed right after the 
Crucifixion which takes place in Sonnet VIII, i.e. this sonnet is placed in 
chronological order to the previous. Kleinman sees in the sonnet a parallel to the 
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Egyptian ankh or crux ansata (☥), that is “a symbol of immortality which later 
became the Coptic symbol of Christ’s cross” (Kleinman 106). Kleinman suggests that 
Thomas, when composing this sonnet, “recalled the verse ‘Out of Egypt have I called 
my son’ (Hosea 11:1, Matthew 2:15), and in thinking of Egypt he saw the Passion of 
Christ implicit in the passion of Osiris” (Kleinman 106). From their life, death, and 
Resurrection we can detect parallels in the lives of Christ and Osiris. Kleinman 
believes that this sonnet has its origin in a text by E. A. Wallios Budge entitled The 
Mummy and describes Egyptian burial customs (Kleinman 108). 
The sestet of the sonnet “begins with a procession of prophets, anointed kings, 
a scribe, and a queen. From the ancient pyramid texts and papyrus documents 
emerges a record of a civilisation long dead” (Kleinman 112). The tone of the sestet 
reminds us of Ecclesiastes and of Shelley’s poem “Ozymandias” (cf. Shelley 550), 
“time and dust and corruption mock kings, prophets and scribes” (Kleinman 114). 
Tindall suggests that in the first six lines of the sonnet, the “oracular archives” and 
the “parchment” (l. 1) can be interpreted as poems, “set in ‘the caps and serpents’ 
and the ‘oil and letter’ of inky typography, and printed by ‘the glove of prints’ or 
‘the ringing handprint’ of VII” (Tindall 141). 
The mode of the verbs “buckle” (l. 4), “draw on” (l. 5), and “pour” (l. 6) is 
indicative and gives the reader “the sense that he is observing these ancient figures 
embalming and adorning themselves for their journey into eternity” (Kleinman 113). 
This line “brings to our eye the image of someone buckling on his overshoes, and at 
the same time we see mummies buckling or binding their petrified feet with the 
linen bandages to the rest of their bodies” (Kleinman 113). The first part of line 5, 
“Draw on the glove of prints”, 
suggests someone putting on a glove or drawing chintz covers over 
furniture until we realize that the reference is to the vignette-decorated 
outer coverings of linen which conformed glovelike to the shape of the 
mummy (Kleinman 113). 
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The sonnet continues “dead Cairo’s henna / Pour like a halo” (l. 5f.) and offers in 
these metaphors “a cosmetic image of a hair rinse” (Kleinman 113). “[D]ead Cairo’s 
henna” (l. 5) recalls the “ancient technique of tinting the hair of a mummy with 
henna and of adorning the head with a band or diadem in the form of a uraeus” 
(Kleinman 113f.). The “halo” can be seen as a symbol of the fame of Thomas’s 
published poem, according to Tindall (Tindall 141); however, I find this 
interpretation a bit far-fetched. 
The octave of the sonnet “notices the scholars or critics who rant about these 
‘oracular archives’” (Tindall 141) of line 1. Tindall adds that “[u]nable to see life in 
mummy cloth (‘bandage’ and ‘linen’) or in the gold mask on the mummy’s face, they 
see death alone” (Tindall 141). Line 7 reminds us of the first line of the eighth sonnet; 
it evokes the appearance of the guide we mentioned in its discussion: “This was the 
resurrection in the desert.” In line 8, the expression “rant” can be interpreted as “an 
explicit indication of Thomas’s attitude toward the scholars who disturb the long 
sleep and wake the mummies to a resurrection in a museum or monograph” 
(Kleinman 114). The “masks of scholars” (l. 8) “may suggest a staged drama of 
discovery in the desert” (Kleinman 115). In this drama, the “linen spirit” (l. 9) “is a 
less substantial member of the cast than either the mummies or the scholars [...]. The 
spirit is a macabre matchmaker, the Egyptian counterpart of Abaddon in the earlier 
sonnets” (Kleinman 115). 
The last four lines of the sonnet have imperative mood (Tindall 142) and 
suggest the “hopeful prayer for triumph rather than its announcement” (Tindall 
142). These lines contain several burial instructions (Kleinman 115). Kleinman 
observes that the possessive pronoun “my” (l. 11) belongs to Thomas, “who has 
taken possession of Christ and his wound” (Kleinman 115). However, in the sonnet 
sequence 
possession is shared, and the pronoun belongs to Christ, too, who asks that 
his wound (body) be bedded gently in the sand, where he will mingle with 
priest and Pharaoh who have long before preceded him (Kleinman 115). 
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There are “two kingdoms of death” (Kleinman 116). The first one is “the world in the 
sand, the ‘triangle landscape’ or pyramid tombs in the desert, which contain the 
mummy” (Kleinman 116). The second kingdom of death is “the land of resurrection 
beyond rivers which the dead must cross” (Kleinman 116). The “[w]orld in the sand” 
(l. 12) not only means that “this world is pyramid but that [Thomas’s] enduring 
poetry is built on the shifting foundation of time” (Tindall 141). The “triangle 
landscape” (l. 12) “includes pyramid, delta, and, according to Freud, the female 
principle” (Tindall 141). 
In the last two lines of the ninth sonnet, “Thomas combines several burial 
customs [...]: the ash is from the Anglican burial service [...]. The garland is a 
reminder of other slain and resurrected gods” (Kleinman 117). The “ash” (l. 13; 
“ashes to ashes”) “is a tree of life and a creative wand, as well as dust; and ‘garland’ 
is what a poet wears” (Tindall 141). The “stones of odyssey” (l. 13) can be interpreted 
as “the talisman or amulets for the journey of the dead” (Kleinman 116). The “rivers 
of the dead” (l. 14) are wound “around the poet’s neck” (Tindall 141f.). These rivers 
“may be the Nile and the Styx, suggest The Book of the Dead, watery poetry of the 
womb, the weight of poetic tradition, and the albatross of the Ancient Mariner” 
(Tindall 142). For Kleinman the rivers are “a confluence of the life-giving waters of 
the Adonis River, the Nile, the Jordan” (Kleinman 117f.). 
According to Hardy, the “stones of odyssey” represent the ship which is 
“turned to stone by Poseidon after Odyssey finally lands in Ithaca” (Hardy 46). The 
“rivers of the dead around my neck” are for Hardy the “the river Styx’s behaviour 
when Pluto tried to cross with the live and abducted Persephone” (Hardy 46). Her 
argument is that the sonnet makes better sense when one stays close to the surface in 
interpretation: the “stones of odyssey” is probably just an image for a “hard” 
journey, while the rivers could be the “millstone-weighing deadly ancestries” 
(Hardy 46). Hardy explains that Thomas “often jammed together images unrelated 
in origin, theme and register” (Hardy 46). 
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The tone of the sestet alludes to the language of Ecclesiastes as well as Shelley’s 
“Ozymandias” but not the content, it is therefore a parody. There are several phrases 
in the sonnet, for example “dead Cairo’s henna”, which allude to Egyptian and other 
burial customs. This makes the topic of the poem, Christ’s burial, a travesty: Thomas 
takes over the content of the Biblical story, but he changes its form and puts it in the 
context of other, non-Christian religions. This is an indication of his rebellion against 
institutionalised religion.  
  
“My camel’s eye will needle through the shroud” 
 
– 209 – 
 
 
 
5.2.10 “The tale’s sailor from a Christian voyage” – Sonnet X 
 
 
 
This is the last sonnet of the sequence. However, we do not know whether 
Thomas intended this poem to be “a temporary pause or a full stop” (Kleinman 119). 
What we do know is that in this sonnet it is revealed “that we have been listening to 
a tale told by a ‘sailor from a Christian voyage’ (line 1) – a ‘Rime of the Adolescent 
Mariner’, perhaps” (Maud, Words 32). The “Christian voyage” of the sonnets is “a 
series of meditations based on Biblical episodes, with the tenth sonnet marking the 
journey’s end in a vision and prayer” (Kleinman 121). 
Kleinman observes that there is a “suspension of the laws of nature and of 
syntax” in this sonnet (Kleinman 119). The people who crowd this poem are, with 
the exception of Peter, “audible but invisible” (Kleinman 120). The poem can be 
divided into three distinctive parts: “a voyage, a riddle, and a prayer; each part is 
introduced by the word ‘let’” (Kleinman 120). The first part comprises lines 1-6. This 
part is “advisory and purposive: the tale’s sailor is advised to anchor off the bay in 
order to accomplish a certain purpose” (Kleinman 120). Tindall suggests that the 
“[h]oratory ‘let’ proves nothing happening here and now” (Tindall 142). The speaker 
of the poem is “suspended, and suffering, and turning, and, in some part of him, 
yearning for the Day (he does capitalize it in line 12), but receiving no satisfaction” 
(Maud, Words 33). Kleinman points out that the “first ten lines of the sonnet reveal 
Christ calling Peter to witness the triumph of faith over doubt in the example of 
Paul” (Kleinman 121). He thinks that the imperative is spoken by Christ himself, 
“who as harbormaster presides over the action” described in the sonnet (Kleinman 
121). According to Kleinman, the “tale’s sailor” (l. 1) is “a seagoing evangel who has 
undertaken a voyage in imitation of Christ” (Kleinman 121), and this “indefatigable 
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sailor” (Kleinman 121) is Paul. Referring to Acts 27:9-37 where Paul proves his 
seamanship, Kleinman explains how it is Paul who “tried to ‘hold halfway off the 
dummy bay’ the ship on which he had set sail for Rome” (Kleinman 121). The 
expression “atlaswise” (l. 2) reminds us of “altarwise”, “the ‘atlas-eater’, and the 
globe of the first sonnet” (Tindall 142). 
Kleinman sees in the “ship-racked gospel” (l. 3) as well as in the “blown word” 
(l. 5) “metaphor[s] of the paradigm of salvation: the New Testament” (Kleinman 
121). He explains how the phrase “ship-racked” is meant as a pun referring to 
“Paul’s storm-tossed ship” (Kleinman 121). According to Kleinman, the “blown-
word” could be “the divine pneuma, the Gospel propelled by wind in the sails, and 
also Paul’s eloquence” (Kleinman 122). Maud sees the word as “still blown hither 
and yon, and, on the seas that [the speaker] is imaging and feeling, December’s holly 
is still despairingly screwed into a crucified brow of thorns (line 6)” (Maud, Words 
33). Kleinman interprets “seas I image” (l. 5) as a 
counterweight to ‘the globe I balance’ [l. 3]. It is also Christ’s statement of 
the universality of his message, which, like the seas, touches all shores 
where winter solstice and Saturnalia have been transformed into the 
commemoration of Nativity and Passion [...], the two events in time 
requisite for redemption in eternity (Kleinman 122f.). 
The second part of the poem runs from line 7 to the middle of line 11. This second 
part “is horatory and inquisitive: Peter is urged to ask the tall fish a question” 
(Kleinman 120). Kleinman explains that Peter is the “first Peter” (l. 7) because “his 
primacy in the Gospels was established by Jesus himself” (Kleinman 123). The 
rainbow reminds us of  “God’s sign of a promise made to a more substantial 
boatman than Peter – Noah” (Kleinman 123), and it is also reminiscent of the “three-
coloured rainbow” which flows from Christ’s nipples in Sonnet VIII. The fish which 
is “swept from the bible east” (l. 8) can be seen as a metaphor of the “expansion of 
Christianity from east to west, the result of Paul’s mission” (Kleinman 124). The fish 
is also a symbol of Christ. The Greek word ichthus (), which means “fish”, is 
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an acrostic which reads in translation “Jesus Christ, Son of God, the Savior” 
(Kleinman 124). The fish in the sonnet is “tall” (l. 8). Kleinman proposes that Thomas 
combines several possible meanings in this word. He explains that “[f]ish stories are 
‘tall’ stories, and Peter was involved in at least two such tall tales. Tall also means 
fine, and it means long” (Kleinman 125). The fish in the sonnet is female (cf. line 9), 
and Kleinman believes that in this “Thomas may have wanted to suggest the 
triumph of St. Paul over Venus: the agape of Paul proved stronger than the eros of 
Venus” (Kleinman 125). 
Kleinman thinks that the identity of the speaker is yet again ambiguous. He 
suggests that the speaker might be either the poet, Christ, or Paul (Kleinman 123). 
The “sea-ghost” in line 10 “is Thomas still at sea” (Tindall 143). For Kleinman, the 
“sea-ghost” is “the ironic reminder to Peter that it was he who, along with the other 
disciples, believing Christ was a ghost, called out for proof: ‘Lord, if it be thou, bid 
me come unto thee on the water” (Kleinman 127). 
The third part runs from the middle of line 11 till the end. This part “is 
precatory and conclusive” (Kleinman 120). This part can be seen as a prayer which 
“is chanted for the advent of Judgment Day, which will bring to fulfillment a 
prophecy of the heavenly kingdom and life everlasting in the green garden” 
(Kleinman 120). 
“[T]hat Day” (l. 12) refers to the Day of Judgement, “which for Thomas is the 
time when his body will have been decomposed by the worm and formed into new 
life – in this case a tree” (Moynihan, Craft and Art 206). This expression unites 
Apocalypse and Genesis (Tindall 143). The “worm” (l. 13) can be seen an indication 
of phallic imagery. It de-sanctifies the tale the “sailor from a Christian voyage” (l. 1) 
is telling. Maud suggests that “[l]ike the Christian imagery, the phallic imagery is 
merely helping to do the work of the poem, which is to provide metaphors for life, 
specifically life as felt by the poet at the time of writing” (Maud, Words 34). The 
building “worm” (l. 13) is “Eve’s destructive serpent, ‘the rude, red’ phallus, equally 
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creative and destructive, and the poet’s writing finger [...]; for in Thomas all worms 
are united” (Tindall 143). We have observed above that “tree” is always associated 
words, and it also bears the connotation of suffering and knowledge (Maud, Words 
35). The tree of line 14 “must be the poet’s poetry and his cross” (Tindall 134). 
Tindall thinks that 
‘Altarwise’ and ‘tree’, the first and last words of the sonnets, say all – 
ambiguously. Devoted to his ceremony, the poet is wise to it. His star-
crossed self, nailed to this great composite tree, finds hope of mercy there 
and hope of blossoming. The ending, like the beginning, of this sequence is 
obscurely magnificent in sound and shape (Tindall 134). 
At the end of the sonnet sequence, “the narrator’s voice returns to claim share in 
martyrdom and the relief from suffering it paradoxically brings, as he asks for ‘My 
nest of mercies in the rude, red tree’” (Korg 26). Kleinman suggests that 
[t]he two trees (‘the two bark towers’), Adam’s tree and Christ’s tree, will 
rise and become one tree around which the serpent once more will coil, 
bringing not venom but golden straws to build a ‘nest of mercies’ for the 
Dove. And this nest will be woven in the rude, red tree of ignominious 
death upon which the Dove was once transfixed (Kleinman 129). 
In this sonnet we find again several quotations from the Bible, such as Christ, Peter, 
and Judgement Day. The sailor in line 1 is possibly Paul, thus this is an allusion to 
Acts 27:9ff. The use of the word “let” creates suspense throughout the poem. The 
speaker presides over the action that is yet to come. We meet Paul, a sailor, who – 
after an encounter with the resurrected Christ – becomes a strong believer. We see a 
rainbow, an allusion to the story of Noah and the symbol of God’s promise to him 
(“Whenever the rainbow appears in the clouds, I will see it and remember the 
everlasting covenant between God and all living creatures of every kind on the 
earth”, Genesis 9:16). However, we also encounter Peter, who on the one hand had a 
special position among the apostles, but who on the other hand denied Christ three 
times. Christ also made it known to Peter that he would die the death of a martyr 
(John 21:19), and when Jesus walked on the lake, Peter – ever the sceptic – asks Jesus 
to make him walk on the lake, too, to prove that he is indeed Christ. After a few 
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steps, Peter sinks into the water due to his lack of faith (Matthew 14:22ff.). I think 
that this sonnet expresses the climax of Thomas’s inner turmoil with regards to 
religion. 
The sailor’s tale comes to an end in Sonnet X. The poet and Christ, we have 
learned, share suffering and martyrdom. The voyager, whose personality is further 
extended to Paul and Peter, is asked to stop his journey. The poem ends “in a hymn 
of faith, a prayer of hope, and a vision of love” (Kleinman 129). 
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6. Conclusion 
 
 
 
After analysing the ten sonnets of “Altarwise by owl-light”, we face several 
questions: What are we to make of the sequence? Can this poetry be labelled 
“religious”? What does intertextuality contribute to answering these questions? In 
the analysis it has become clear that Thomas uses Biblical images and allusions, but 
he seems to be playing with them rather than using them seriously. He fuses Biblical 
symbols with imagery taken from other, non-religious sources such as Wild West 
movies. Sometimes, Thomas takes a religious idea and gives it a secular 
manifestation. “The state of salvation”, for instance, “is referred to as a state of 
drunkenness” (Ackerman, Life and Work 63). Olson observes that while Thomas 
“uses both the pagan and the Christian interpretations, he is committed to the 
Christian view from the first” (Olson 66), and he adds: “[t]he pagan world is for 
[Thomas] a world of death” (Olson 66). Olson asks us to consider whether “the 
symbols [of the sonnets] do not set powerfully and quickly before us the state of 
mind of the man contemplating” (Olson 87). He sees a “serious purpose” (Olson 87) 
in the imagery which Thomas uses in the sonnets and explains 
[t]he images tell, step by step, a painful story, in which the Heaven he [i.e. 
Gabriel] had hoped for spells out nothing but his doom, until the message is 
complete, and he realizes that sin, the venom of the Serpent, is to a merciful God 
nothing but the necessary condition of mercy (Olson 87). 
While Standop dismisses the sonnets as ‘absurd poetry’ (Standop 109), Adams 
compares them to paintings by Jackson Pollock. He sees in both “a vortex of energy, 
totally unmechanical, immediate and violent, with all the raw ends of the creator’s 
nerves showing, yet not really distinguishable one from the other” (Adams 138). 
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The justification of the existence of God or another form of Divine Being was a 
central conflict in Dylan Thomas’s life from early on. Much of this conflict was 
caused by the conflicting opinions on this topic in his childhood home – Thomas’s 
constant struggle between institutionalised religion in the form of the Non-
conformist Church and atheism surely arose from here. It seems as if Thomas was 
never quite sure about his opinion on the matter, and this indecisiveness is clearly 
reflected in his poetry, especially in the “Altarwise by owl-light” sonnet sequence. 
Here, we can best observe his turning to other poets for imagery expressing his 
doubts. If we take a look at his non-Biblical references in the sonnets, we find two 
allusions to Gerard Manley Hopkins, more precisely to his poems “The Half-way 
House” and “That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the comfort of the 
Resurrection”. Thomas was familiar with Hopkins’s work as it was among the 
literature he owned in his younger years (CL 76f.). Hopkins was a Roman Catholic 
(OCEL 494). Thomas’s reference to the ‘half-way house’ is placed in an implied 
sexual context (the gentleman lies there with his furies) – the allusion to a poem 
which is about a Christian matter, the Eucharist, is twisted into a very worldly 
setting. It is desecrated, so to speak. The second reference is used to reinforce the 
identity of Christ and the speaker of the poem – this is in itself a daring fusion.  
In Sonnet III, we encounter an intertextual reference to Milton’s “Paradise 
Lost” and Miguel de Unamuno’s “The Christ of Veláquez”. As the reference alludes 
to the serpent in the story of Adam and Eve in Eden, I would not put too much 
emphasis on this literary allusion but rather focus on this detail with regard to its 
biblical reference later on. The intertextual reference to Shakespeare’s Othello is 
totally non-religious. The image as used by Shakespeare as well as by Thomas serves 
to enhance the sexual connotation of the poems’ scenery and is purely decorative. 
We also find here a reference to Washington Irving’s “Rip van Winkle”. Irving’s 
father was a devout Calvinist, who had “forced religion on him as a child [...], and he 
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had strongly resented that” (Burstein 188).125 The intertextual reference to Irving’s 
story may have been chosen for two reasons: on the one hand, as we have seen, it 
may have been chosen due to Rip van Winkle’s timelessness and his being outside 
the natural order of things. But on the other hand, this reference might also be an 
expression of admiration for the author’s private choice not to follow the religious 
path as sketched out by his father, for the author’s rebellion against traditional 
religion. 
The allusion to Dalí’s work “Persistence of Memory” is a very loose one, and 
one might even want to discuss if it is really there. However, it no longer seems far-
fetched once we look into Dalí’s background. Dalí’s relation to religion was as torn 
as Thomas’s. He, too, came from a family in which one parent was a devout believer 
(his mother was a strict Catholic) while the other one was an atheist (McNeese 102). 
For the most part of his life, Dalí struggled with religion; but in his later years he was 
no longer as anti-religious in his attitude as he was in his earlier years. Thomas 
might have chosen Dalí’s work to allude to in his own to imply a kind of solidarity 
to the painter. 
The same may hold true for the decision to refer to Melville and his work Moby 
Dick. Melville openly expressed his scepticism about religion. Nathaniel Hawthorne 
once said about Melville: “He can neither believe, nor be comfortable in his unbelief” 
(Hawthorne as cited in Bloom 9). I think this quotation accurately describes not only 
Melville but also Thomas. Apart from the solidarity to the author, Thomas may also 
have chosen to refer to Moby Dick as the text is full of intertextual references. As 
Thomas’s references to Moby Dick are strongly linked to the Bible, the context of the 
references is broadened to include not only the worldly struggle, but a struggle with 
the Bible, i.e. religion. 
The white bear in Sonnet V is an allusion to Anatole France’s Ile des pengouins 
                                                 
125 However, Irving “could see ‘real amiableness and beauty’ in religious life when it was stripped of its 
ceremonial rigidity and taken out of the hands of its ministering hypocrites” (Burstein 188). 
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and contains itself a further intertextual reference, a quotation from Virgil. France 
was an atheist throughout his life, yet he uses words in his work which have been 
interpreted by several critics as a prophecy of the birth of Christ. I imagine Thomas 
simply liked the image of a polar bear126 quoting Virgil and thus used it in his 
sonnet, but there may also be more to it: Thomas might have chosen this particular 
quotation to indicate that the use of religious/Christian language or images does not 
automatically make someone (a) religious (writer), let alone a Christian.  
The reference to Blake’s “Hecate” is again a double intertextual reference as it 
is said to illustrate a scene either from Macbeth or A Midsummer Night’s Dream. As 
Blake was Thomas’s acclaimed idol (C. Thomas 27) this reference may have been 
used to express worship or admiration. The fact that Blake uses intertextual 
references in his works may have encouraged Thomas to do so, too. In Sonnet VI, 
Medusa’s scripture’ presents a kind of oxymoron: scripture is commonly associated 
with the Bible, a holy book; Medusa in her reference to Blake’s Hecate implies black 
magic – the opposite of ‘holiness’ in the conventional sense. The image of Medusa is 
thus used to desecrate the Bible. Medusa also stands for the female will – not often 
acknowledged in the Scripture – and moreover refers to the monster of the same 
name in Greek mythology. Apart from Medusa, we find another reference to Greek 
mythology: Cronus. The leader of the first generation of Titans castrated his father 
Uranus. In the sonnet cycle, this reference is used for foreshadowing. Also it might 
imply Thomas’s underlying rebellion against his father – as we have seen earlier, D.J. 
Thomas had a very ‘conservative’ taste in literature and Dylan Thomas might have 
felt rebellious in his choice of poetry. 
Interesting are the intertextual references to Lancelot Andrewes’s texts. These 
are taken from sermons and are thus obviously Christian in their connotations. Yet 
these references are embedded in the sonnets without the intentions of creating a 
                                                 
126 The polar bear is also an important symbol in Moby Dick: it is a symbol of metaphysical horror that 
something bearing the ‘innocent’ colour white (based on the religious doctrine of signatures) can still be 
immensely dangerous (see Melville 180).  
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humorous effect or criticism. They bring a new, clearly Christian element to the 
poems. 
If we take a look at the intertextual references analysed above, we see that there 
are two categories of references: the first one are references to authors who struggled 
with religion as much as Thomas did; the second one comprises a lot of references to 
texts which contain intertextual references themselves. While the latter is probably 
done to ‘fit’ into a literary tradition, the former clearly indicates Thomas’s 
ambivalent attitude towards religion. 
The majority of intertextual references within the sonnets are linked to texts in 
the Bible. Most of them are concerned with Christ and refer to instances in his life or 
allegories he told – as the identity of Christ and the speaker of the poem is implied, 
this makes a lot of sense as it reinforces this identity. Two instances point at Christ’s 
birth and the Nativity Story: the cock in Sonnet I, which is supposed to have crowed 
at the time of birth, and the phrase “house of bread” in Sonnet VII, which is a 
translation of “Bethlehem”. We find references to Christ’s denial (Sonnet I), the 
Eucharist (Sonnet I), Peter (Sonnet VII), Matthew 10 (Sonnet II), and the allegory of 
the needle (Sonnet III). Moreover, there are a large number of references to Christ’s 
crucifixion, found in Sonnets II, III, IV, VII, VII, and IX. Apart from the reinforcement 
of the identity of the speaker and Christ, especially the references to Christ’s 
crucifixion and resurrection show Thomas’s fascination with this person. His earlier 
cited remark about not caring for Christ but only for him as a symbol, which is the 
symbol of death, (cf. CL 82) is remarkably embedded in the sonnet cycle and 
becomes clear in these references. 
In the other references to the Bible, the patterns of ‘sin’ and ‘evil’ are 
predominant: Abaddon, Adam, Eden, the serpent, and Sodom and Gomorra all 
point in this direction. I think that Thomas decided to show this aspect of the Bible to 
unveil Christian hypocrisy. 
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Apart from the literary and Biblical references discussed above, two other 
references stand out, namely the reference to Wild West movies (“two-gunned 
Gabriel”) and the reference to Egyptian burial customs. The first reference is used to 
mock Gabriel and what he stands for; it is a means to create a pastiche. The reference 
to Egyptian burial customs may have been chosen as a counterpart to the Christian 
crucifixion that the sonnet cycle refers to many times. 
Apart from very few quotes or pastiches, the predominant form of 
intertextuality used in the sonnets is the allusion. One might argue that this form 
was chosen as it presents the biggest challenge of identification for the reader. But I 
do not think this is why Thomas chose this form. I think he chose it because it is least 
restrictive when it comes to interpretation; it leaves open many options for the 
reader. Having come from a world in which everything was clearly marked as one 
thing or the other (Welsh or English; religious or non-religious), I think Thomas 
enjoyed the freedom it gave him as the writer as well as the reader in his/her 
interpretation. The form of allusion also makes it easier for Thomas to twist the 
intertextual references’ contexts and thus give them a new meaning or level of 
interpretation (see, for example, the sexual connotations which are combined so 
often with religious references in the sonnets). These clearly indicate Thomas’s 
rejection of a strict doctrine. Sonnet V especially is an obvious attack on 
institutionalised religion.  
The speaker of the sonnets and his identity have been the subject of many 
discussions. Tindall thinks that the theme of the sonnets is Dylan Thomas himself, 
that he is actually “the constant subject of his verse and prose” (Tindall 127). He 
adds that Thomas, “like Joyce before him, was always comparing himself with Jesus, 
God, and the devil” (Tindall 127). In my opinion, this interpretation highlights the 
“serious effect” which Olson attributed to the sonnets. It could be suggested that in 
the constant comparison with Jesus, God, and the devil, Thomas fought the personal 
struggle of a believer who is trying to come to terms with sin and temptation in his 
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life, which again refers back to the interpretation by Olson. This can be supported by 
the non-religious imagery in the poem, for example the Wild West imagery or the 
“pub” imagery referring to heavy drinking; both sources of imagery find their origin 
in everyday life, the latter especially in Thomas’s. 
Moynihan takes up a similar point in his interpretation when he describes the 
sonnets as “Thomas’s most complete depiction of the fallen world, the world of 
exodus, or wilderness, the world of the lost wanderer, the outcast voyager” 
(Moynihan, “Biblical Rhythm” 84). Very interesting is the remark which he adds to 
this suggestion: “The whole sequence, and every word within it, is intended to be 
meaningful on so many different levels, that it may almost be said that the 
ambiguity itself is an image of the fallen world it depicts” (Moynihan, “Biblical 
Rhythm” 84). This can be seen as a supportive argument for the thesis that in this 
poem Thomas is fighting his personal religious battle. 
Fraser believes the sonnet sequence to be “a failure as a whole, [but] splendid 
in parts” (Fraser 190). He sees in the sequence the important announcement of “the 
current of orthodox Christian feeling – feeling rather than thought – which was 
henceforth increasingly to dominate Thomas’s work in poetry” (Fraser 191). The 
most interesting aspect of this interpretation is Fraser’s distinction between Christian 
feeling and Christian thought. From the poetry we had been concerned with in this 
paper, it has certainly become clear that there is a religious feeling in Thomas’s 
poetry which cannot be denied. The distinction introduced by Fraser allows us to 
acknowledge this feeling without making Thomas a “Christian” poet because it 
cannot be proved that he really meant to express Christian thought or doctrine. He 
might just have used Christian imagery which he had experienced as powerful and 
overwhelming. 
When it comes to the question of religious or not, it is interesting to note that 
while Thomas’s childhood was guided by the word of the Chapel, Thomas seldom 
visited church in his adult life. In his biography FitzGibbon informs us that the 
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christenings of Thomas’s three children were “the only occasions, apart from friends’ 
weddings, in his adult life when he entered a church to take part in a religious 
service” (FitzGibbon 259). Yet the fact that Thomas did have his children baptised 
shows that religion must have played some part in his life. Like Ferris, FitzGibbon 
turns to Vernon Watkins when it comes to the question of Thomas as a religious 
poet. He points at Thomas’s need to please people. He says that Thomas often 
tended to agree with the opinion of the person he was talking to without ever 
revealing his true thoughts on the subject. According to FitzGibbon, he was “always 
most anxious not to distress his friends” (FitzGibbon 260). Given the fact that Vernon 
Watkins was a self-acclaimed religious poet, FitzGibbon concludes that it would 
have been only natural for Watkins to believe that his friend Thomas shared this 
attitude (FitzGibbon 260). FitzGibbon clearly sees a link between Thomas’s 
childhood experience of the Chapel and his later developed ‘religious’ imagery. 
However, FitzGibbon thinks that this is “no more to prove [Thomas’s] Christianity 
than his use of astronomical imagery indicated that he was an astrologer or that his 
repeated reference to birds makes him an ornithologist” (FitzGibbon 261). 
Ackerman observes that “[a]t times [Thomas] writes about religion as if he and 
the Druids, Christ and Adam, the chapel preachers and the devil were 
contemporaries” (Ackerman, Life and Work 43). In his poetry, Thomas’s attitude is 
sometimes Christian, and “sometimes he seems to aspire to the image of the 
Antichrist” (Ackerman, Life and Work 67). The reason for this is the never-ending 
struggle in him when it came to the topic of religion. It could be suggested that 
Thomas did not want to believe, but that he could not free himself from what he had 
learnt since early childhood. We can picture Dylan Thomas as a ‘lost Nonconformist’ 
and watch him struggle with the aforementioned ‘inherited religion’ and ‘Puritan 
ethos’ (Ackerman, Companion 95). His poetry clearly reflects this conflict, especially 
the discussed sonnet cycle. As we have seen in the analysis above the cycle 
“Altarwise by owl-light” sways between intertextual references that are clearly 
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religious (such as the references to Lancelot Andrewes’s texts) and others which 
express an attitude that is not just atheist, but mocking and full of distaste for 
religion. The sonnet cycle can be interpreted as a disquisition on religion. Thomas 
creates room for discussing his personal doubts concerning the justification of God’s 
existence and the position of institutionalised religion. When growing up, we are 
undeniably influenced by the people who raise and educate us, and thus by their 
opinions and attitudes. In adolescence or young adulthood, we reflect on these 
attitudes and opinions we simply accepted when we were younger, and we then 
either adopt them as well or rebel against them. But even if we chose not to adopt 
the same spiritual path as the people who raised us, this path was still a part of our 
upbringing. This is clearly seen in Thomas’s poetry. When he makes fun of 
characters or stories from the Bible, he still shows how well he knows the Biblical 
tradition. He may have rebelled against it, but he knew very well what he was 
rebelling against.  
Overall, we can say that the “Altarwise by owl-light” cycle is the work of a torn 
poet. The mood of the sonnets is dark and gloomy. At times, the images and 
metaphors are so cryptic or even absurd that they are almost impossible to decipher. 
Sometimes the tone is accusatory, sometimes it is mocking, verging on mean. This is 
not the work of an artist who has figured it all out; this is the work of a man who is 
longing for a soothing decision in a conflict. The fact that Thomas refers not only to 
the Bible but also to several other authors who were in a similar struggle with 
religion as he was shows his ambivalent attitude towards this conflict which was 
probably never solved until his death.  
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